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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation explores the rhetorical concept of ethos as it functions in 
contemporary online communities, via a case study of one successful online community, 
MetaFilter.com. A year-long virtual ethnography of MetaFilter demonstrates that 
understanding ethos as it functions online requires a multilayered definition that accounts 
for the traditional notion of ethos as vir bonus, the strict Aristotelian conception of ethos 
as textual element, and the pre-Aristotelian idea of ethos as “gathering place.” It also 
documents the unique strategies employed by digital rhetors to establish and maintain 
their individual ethos, evaluate the ethos of their interlocutors, and shape the collective 
ethos of the communities to which they belong. Finally, it argues that ethnographic 
research in digital environments necessitates a mixed-methods approach for collecting, 
coding, and analyzing data. This study employs a limited number of quantitative 
measures and a variety of qualitative measures to analyze four types of data: (1) statistical 
information from the MetaFilter database (2) archived discussion threads from one of 
MetaFilter’s forums, MetaTalk, (3) survey responses by MetaFilter members, and (4) 
interviews with the community’s moderators. After presenting the study’s findings, the 
dissertation concludes by indentifying four paradoxes manifested on MetaFilter that can 
help researchers, practitioners, and teachers of digital rhetoric better understand online 
communities and the essential role of ethos within those communities. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE RISE OF THE ONLINE COMMUNITY 
 For more than two millennia, those who practice and study the art of rhetoric have 
done so in communities. From the public forums of ancient Greece and Rome to the 
chambers of modern legislative bodies to the professional conferences of scholars, 
rhetoric has always been a collective endeavor, concerned with the intertwined roles of 
speaker and listener, author and reader, sender and receiver. Indeed, Aristotle’s definition 
of rhetoric—“the faculty of observing in any given case the available means of 
persuasion” (1355b)—presupposes that the rhetor is not operating in a vacuum, but rather 
is trying to persuade an audience to think, believe, or act in a certain way. And while 
some communication is intimate—limited to a single speaker and a single listener—most 
communication takes place within communities and is influenced by the social practices 
of those communities. 
 The circumstances of contemporary communication, especially the technologies 
that enable the various forms of modern discourse, have obviously changed since the 
fourth century B.C.E., but the ideas of Aristotle and other classical rhetoricians continue to 
illuminate present-day rhetorical practice and can prove especially helpful in 
understanding the complex interactions between authors and their audiences in digital 
environments. This dissertation focuses on the rhetorical concept of ethos as it functions 
in online communities. Drawing upon a year-long ethnographic study of one online 
community, I hope to demonstrate the unique ways in which members of online 
communities establish individual ethos, assess ethos in their virtual interlocutors, and 
maintain the collective ethos of their communities. Ultimately, I argue that, contrary to 
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popular notions that online discourse has “dumbed down” public rhetoric in America, the 
explosion of online communities and computer-mediated interaction over the past two 
decades has fostered a great resurgence of rhetoric, especially among those who would 
never consider themselves rhetors, and that the work of these digital rhetors is shaped 
by—and is continuously reshaping—principles of classical rhetoric such as ethos. 
 In this first chapter, I compare various conceptions of “community” and trace the 
history of online communities, arguing that these communities deserve greater attention 
from scholars and students of rhetoric. Chapter 2 explores three contrasting definitions of 
“ethos” and explains why multiple definitions are essential to the study of virtual 
communities. Chapter 3 outlines my research methods and justifies the mixed-methods 
approach I employed in this study, and Chapter 4 presents the results of the study. In 
Chapter 5, I conclude by considering the theoretical and methodological implications of 
this study for the discipline of rhetoric and reiterate my call for increased attention to the 
growing field of digital rhetoric.  
What Is a Community? 
At first glance, the term community seems easy enough to define, and traditional 
definitions of community are remarkably consistent:  
 community: “a group of people living together in one place, esp. one practicing 
common ownership” (Oxford American Dictionary). 
 community: “a social group of any size whose members reside in a specific 
locality, share government, and often have a common cultural and historical 
heritage” (American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language). 
 community: “the people who live in an area” (Macmillan Dictionary).  
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Additional definitions in each of these sources acknowledge other types of communities, 
but these primary definitions are remarkably reliable in their focus on one key criterion: 
geography. In fact, the importance of geography is so central to our understanding of 
“community” that we use adjectives to modify the term whenever we refer to non-
geographic communities; we speak of “academic communities,” “professional 
communities,” and “religious communities,” but not “city communities,” “county 
communities,” or “state communities.”  
Historically, the primacy of geography in defining communities made perfect 
sense: travel between geographic locations was costly and tedious, and communication 
outside of one’s own geographic area was costly and slow. However, the technological 
advancements of the past century raise an important question: is geography still the most 
important factor in defining communities? Indeed, should it be a factor at all? In the past 
thirty years, theorists in various disciplines have attempted to expand our understanding 
of what qualifies as a community. Three of these concepts—interpretive communities, 
discourse communities, and communities of practice—merit closer examination. 
The concept of “interpretive communities” grows out of literary theorist Stanley 
Fish’s work with reader-response criticism. An interpretive community is composed of 
individuals who study texts using a common theoretical lens. Interpretive communities 
influence their members’ readings of texts and, as a result, their conceptions of the world 
around them. As Fish explains, “Members of the same community will necessarily agree 
because they will see (and by seeing, make) everything in relation to that community’s 
assumed purposes and goals” (15). Individuals become members of interpretive 
communities through study, academic training, and, arguably, through geographic 
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location. (University departments give rise to theoretical schools, thus fostering 
interpretive communities.) Although Fish’s work centers on the study of literature and 
other academic texts, the concept of interpretive communities can be profitably mined for 
one key idea that applies to all communities: namely, that meaning and interpretation are 
socially constructed by groups, not individuals. Over time, this collective shaping and 
reshaping of a community’s standards and practices through its interpretation of texts can 
create a powerful sense of solidarity among the community’s members.  
In the field of rhetoric, the interpretive community has largely been supplanted by 
the concept of “discourse communities” borrowed from linguists (Nystrand; Swales) and 
developed by scholars such as James Porter and Patricia Bizzell, the latter of whom offers 
a simple and succinct definition of a discourse community as “a group of people who 
share certain language-using practices” (222). Bizzell goes on to explain that these 
language practices “regulate social interactions both within the group and in its dealings 
with outsiders” and that “canonical knowledge regulates the world views of group 
members” (222). The parallels between interpretive communities and discourse 
communities are many—both view language as the product of a community as well as a 
governing force within that community—but while interpretive communities are 
grounded in the study of traditional texts, discourse communities emerge anywhere that a 
group of people share a common expertise and discuss that expertise with a goal of 
advancing the community’s interests. Individuals may belong to numerous discourse 
communities, and, unlike interpretive communities, discourse communities may be just 
as easily focused on a hobby as on a professional or academic topic (227).  
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In recent years, composition researchers focusing on empirical observation of 
writing in professional settings have turned to the concept of “communities of practice” 
developed by anthropologists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger. Lave and Wenger’s early 
work focuses on the learning and socialization processes that individuals undertake as 
they become members of an educational or professional community. The operative term 
here is “practice”; communities of practice are composed of individuals who share a 
common professional interest, craft, or hobby. The members of these communities are 
bound together by the sharing of best practices or domain-specific knowledge. Lave and 
Wenger explain what happens to a new member of the community over time: the person 
is “transformed into a practitioner, a newcomer becoming an old-timer, whose changing 
knowledge, skill, and discourse are part of a developing identity—in short, a member of a 
community of practice” (122). In contrast to interpretive communities and discourse 
communities, communities of practice are less concerned with language and discourse 
(though these concepts are certainly addressed by Lave and Wenger) and more concerned 
with the processes of enculturation, assimilation, information sharing, and knowledge 
development.  
All three of these concepts of community share one common feature: none of 
them relies on geography, that once-essential criterion for defining a community. Yet 
even as these theories of community gain acceptance in academic circles, their reach is 
limited; most people still think of communities as geographic locales. Over the past 
twenty years, however, as technological advances have increased the speed and decreased 
the costs of communicating across great distances, the power of geography to limit 
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communities has greatly decreased. Computer-mediated communication in all its forms 
has given rise to a new type of community: the online, or virtual, community. 
Virtual Communities Emerge 
When Howard Rheingold published The Virtual Community in 1993, participation in one 
of these communities was uncommon. Few Americans had heard of the internet, and 
even fewer had access to it. Moreover, barriers to entry were high: a user paid for every 
minute he or she was connected to the internet; specialized technical knowledge was 
required to connect one’s computer to the still inchoate network; and connection speeds 
were so slow that only the most dedicated users were patient enough to join and develop 
relationships within one of these virtual communities. Even the idea of a virtual 
community was unfamiliar enough that it merited a careful definition by Rheingold: 
“Virtual communities are social aggregations that emerge from the [internet] when 
enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human 
feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” (xx). This idea—that 
people could carry on discussions with genuine human feeling and establish communal 
relationships in a non-physical environment—was radical at the time. After all, how 
could discussions conducted entirely online, with people we had never met in “real life,” 
be grouped alongside the traditional communities to which we belonged? 
Seventeen years later, virtual communities are part of mainstream American 
culture—data collected by the Pew Internet & American Life Project suggests that more 
than 39 million American adults regularly participate in online discussions (“Internet 
Activities”). Many of us join virtual communities based on our demographic 
characteristics, our pastimes, or our professions. We develop relationships, and begin to 
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feel a kinship, with people we have never met in person. We share personal and 
professional experiences in venues that will be electronically archived and searchable for 
years to come. And amazingly, we rarely give a second thought to the fact that our 
membership in these communities is entirely (or at least primarily) virtual, which is to 
say, lacking a physical, face-to-face element.  
Computer-mediated communication and online social interaction have become so 
ubiquitous in the past twenty years that we sometimes forget what the world was like 
when Rheingold wrote The Virtual Community. Only a few other thinkers were as 
prescient in their predictions for the future as was Rheingold. A few of these 
individuals—Esther Dyson, George Gilder, George Keyworth, and Alvin Toffler—
published (via email, appropriately enough) a “Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age” in 
1994, in which they boldly proclaimed, “[C]yberspace will play an important role in 
knitting together the diverse communities of tomorrow, facilitating the creation of 
‘electronic neighborhoods’ bound together not by geography but by shared interests.” 
Once again, the idea of geography-independent communities may seem obvious now, but 
in 1994 it was revolutionary.  
Of course, not everyone in the vanguard of computer-mediated communication 
was convinced that virtual communities held the answers to the problems of the future. In 
1996, Stephen Doheny-Farina argued that virtual culture offers only the “mere 
appearances of communication and collectivity” (7). In The Wired Neighborhood,  
Doheny-Farina pits virtual communities against physical communities, suggesting that 
both types of communities cannot thrive in tandem: “Once we begin to divorce ourselves 
from geographic place and start investing ourselves in virtual geographies, we further the 
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dissolution of our physical communities” (7–8). Later in the book, Doheny-Farina 
reiterates his claim, warning that if we give ourselves wholeheartedly to virtual 
communities, “we risk the further disappearance of local communities within globalized 
virtual collectives and entertained individuals” (37). Where Rheingold and others saw a 
bright technological future, Doheny-Farina and other skeptics described the internet as a 
bleak wasteland: “Much of the net is a Byzantine amalgamation of fragmented, isolating, 
solipsistic enclaves of special interest based on a collectivity of assent” (54–55). 
Today, it is safe to say that the enthusiasts and the skeptics were both right about 
the internet. It is at once a utopia and a dystopia, an oasis of information and a cesspool 
of ignorance. Hence, it should come as no surprise that scholars who study computer-
mediated communication have not reached consensus about the value and legitimacy of 
virtual communities. A closer examination of the differences between physical and 
virtual communities may prove helpful in understanding why this is. 
Physical vs. Virtual Communities 
Rheingold argues that our interactions in virtual communities mirror our interactions in 
the physical world, but he does acknowledge several differences between physical and 
virtual communities. Chief among them is the fact that virtual communities rely almost 
solely on language, since members of the community interact with one another by sitting 
at their computers rather than meeting face-to-face. In spite of this limitation, however, 
“people in virtual communities do just about everything people do in real life, but we 
leave our bodies behind. You can’t kiss anybody and nobody can punch you in the nose, 
but a lot can happen within those boundaries. To the millions who have been drawn into 
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it, the richness and vitality of computer-linked cultures is attractive, even addictive” 
(xvii–xviii). 
Theron W. Howard, who situates his study of “electronic communities” within the 
field of rhetoric and composition, tackles the difficult question of whether these 
electronic groups qualify as “communities.” Unfortunately, after carefully unpacking the 
complex interactions of the community he studied, he leaves this key question 
unanswered. Depending on one’s perspective, Howard explains, electronic groups either 
qualify as communities due to their members’ “reciprocal relationships and willingness to 
make sacrifices for the good of the group’s common purposes” (147), or they are merely 
“forums where competing communities intersect” (148). Thus, while Howard’s work 
illuminates the everyday discursive practices of an online group, it does little to solidify 
definitions that could further the work of online researchers.  
Jan Fernbeck argues persuasively for the legitimacy of virtual communities by 
building on Raymond Williams’s broad definition of community: “the quality of holding 
something in common, as in community interests, community good … a sense of 
common identity and characteristics” (qtd. in Fernbeck 204). Using this definition, 
Fernbeck explains that a “cybercommunity” qualifies as a community because the social 
interactions that take place there parallel the social interactions that take place in a 
traditional community:  “It is an arena in which passions are inflamed, problems are 
solved, social bonds are formed, tyranny is exercised, love and death are braved, legacies 
are born, factions are splintered, and alliances dissolved. It is a rich area for study by 
scholars, cybercommunitarians, and the curious” (217). 
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Traditionally, community has been defined in terms of geography 
(neighborhoods, cities, etc.). Online communities, of course, are inherently dispersed 
geographically, and therefore are not communities under more traditional definitions of 
the term. However, if one considers communities simply as collections of individuals 
who hold something in common, then an online community is certainly a community. 
Anita Blanchard suggests that geography is a less important factor than what David W. 
McMillan and David M. Chavis refer to as “sense of community,” which consists of four 
characteristics: 
1. Feelings of membership: A sense of belonging to and identifying with the 
community; 
2. Feelings of influence: A sense of having influence on and being influenced by the 
community; 
3. Integration and fulfillment of needs: A sense of being supported by others in the 
community while also supporting them; and 
4. Shared emotional connection: A sense of relationships, shared history, and a spirit 
of community. 
Using these criteria instead of (or, at least, in addition to) geography, it becomes difficult 
to refute the validity of online communities as legitimate communities worthy of 
scholarly attention. 
Beyond these four characteristics, Nessim Watson offers perhaps the most 
convincing reason for taking virtual communities seriously—that members of virtual 
communities take them seriously. Watson explains, 
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The term “virtual” means something akin to “unreal” and so the entailments of 
calling online communities “virtual” include spreading and reinforcing a belief 
that what happens online is like a community, but isn’t really a community. My 
experience has been that people in the offline world tend to see online 
communities as virtual, but that participants in the online communities see them 
as quite real. (129) 
For Watson, treating online communities the same way we treat traditional communities 
is a matter of respect for the individuals who participate in online communities. To 
extend this idea further, I contend that researchers who question the existence of online 
communities as communities will never be able to represent the members of these 
communities fairly and accurately. 
 I should pause here for a note about terminology. Thus far, I have alternately used 
the terms “virtual community” and “online community,” except when citing other 
researchers who prefer the terms “cybercommunity” or “electronic community.” 
However, from this point on, I will primarily use the term “online community.” My logic 
for this shift is two-fold: First, the term “virtual,” which was attached as a prefix to 
almost every imaginable concept in the 1990s, has fallen out of popular usage in recent 
years; in most cases, the modifiers  “online” and “digital” have replaced “virtual.” 
Second, in the course of writing this chapter, I became persuaded by Watson’s argument 
that labeling online communities as “virtual” suggests that they are somehow less than 
“real.”  
 Unfortunately, even today, some scholars remain unconvinced that online groups 
should be considered on par with physical communities and studied as legitimate sites of 
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social action. However, rather than attempting to shoehorn my research into the relatively 
narrow conception of community that is supported by some researchers, I employ the 
broad definitions of “community” put forward by Williams and by McMillan and Chavis. 
By these standards, online communities not only qualify as communities, they become 
excellent venues for studying how communities function, since they demonstrate how a 
“sense of community” can form in non-physical environments, and because so much of 
their interaction is archived and thus available for study. A brief review of several studies 
of online communities will lay the groundwork for the study I describe in later chapters 
of this dissertation. 
Studies of Communication in Online Communities 
In the years since Rheingold published The Virtual Community, scholars in numerous 
fields—from sociology to human-computer interaction to rhetoric to linguistics—have 
explored the ways in which people become members of, and communicate within, these 
communities. These studies of online communities owe a debt to the work of scholars 
who have pushed the boundaries of studying communication in offline, traditional 
communities (Nardi; Henry; Kidder). Studies of nontraditional communities offer 
glimpses into professional and leisure communities, and this type of work has opened the 
door for researchers who consider online groups to be legitimate communities, on par 
with any other type of community, be it geographic, professional, religious, or otherwise.  
 The most prominent study of an online community is, of course, found in 
Rheingold’s book that coined the term “virtual community.” Rheingold writes something 
of an autoethnography, tracing his involvement in the online community known as the 
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WELL. Rheingold notes that virtual communities are as unique as traditional, face-to-
face communities, but that virtual communities develop at a more rapid pace:  
It became clear to me during the first months of [joining the community] that I 
was participating in the self-design of a new kind of culture. I watched the 
community’s social contracts stretch and change as the people who discovered 
and started building the WELL in its first year or two were joined by so many 
others. Norms were established, challenged, changed, reestablished, rechallenged, 
in a kind of speeded-up social evolution. (xvi) 
Sorin Adam Matei focuses on the role that online communities play in our contemporary 
understanding of communities in general. Matei’s study also revolves around the WELL, 
one of the oldest online communities and one firmly committed to “countercultural 
ideals.” Using a modernist approach, Matei examines, among other topics, the process of 
gaining acceptance in the community via hazing rituals. The fact that this enculturation 
process occurs entirely online strengthens Matei’s conclusion that virtual discourse 
creates a “new type of social bond, one that is weaker than traditional arrangements but 
still capable of nurturing social interaction.” Indeed, Matei and Rheingold both 
acknowledge the power of discourse in online communities to foster “real world” 
relationships.  
 Courtenay Honeycutt, using terminology developed by Michael Schwalbe, et al., 
explores the process of boundary maintenance as it functions in online communities: 
“Boundaries aid participants in indicating those who are inside and outside a given 
community; for members of the in-group, boundaries distinguish them from those they 
are different from, or want to be seen as different from.” Thus, even within a niche 
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community, several subgroups may exist, effectively segmenting members along 
geographic, racial, age, socioeconomic, or other status lines. Because membership in 
online communities is often open and unregulated, boundary maintenance serves to close 
off and/or regulate in-group membership. New members of online communities are 
especially subject to boundary maintenance practices. As Honeycutt explains, “For online 
communities to sustain themselves and grow, new members must be admitted 
occasionally. Newcomers attempting to traverse the boundary by seeking admission to an 
established community have the potential to threaten the authority of the in-group and 
thus potentially destroy the community by failing to adhere to established behavioral 
norms” (3). In order to protect the community from newcomers who lack the 
communicative competence required to participate in the community’s discussions, 
experienced members often subject new members to psychological and/or emotional 
hazing. Only those who tolerate this hazing will eventually emerge to become full-
fledged members of the community.  
Mary M. Lay’s study of an email listserv for midwives provides insight into both 
the need for location-independent support groups and the ability of these online 
communities to foster professional collegiality and personal friendship. Although Lay 
focuses little on the technology used by the community she studies, the community could 
not have existed without the technology. Lay’s study demonstrates that professionals who 
are geographically dispersed can employ technology to create a community, and that 
these communities perform a vital role in the professional development of their members.  
 Building on the work of Dell Hymes, Scott A. Golder and Judith Donath argue 
that online communities—and Usenet groups, in particular—function as speech 
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communities because they require a high level of “communicative competence,” which 
they define as “the skills necessary to understand the language of the speech community, 
beyond simply being able to utter grammatical sentences and parse them” (5). In a similar 
vein, James J. Simpson proposes a set of requirements for “electronic communicative 
competence,” which include a knowledge of the online community’s linguistic system 
and discourse patterns, a knowledge of the technology being used, and a knowledge of 
the sociocultural rules of a particular community (358). Members of an online 
community who possess communicative competence understand that what is “said” (or 
more precisely, what is typed) may not correspond with what is meant. Developing such 
competence is a drawn-out process that can be achieved only through sustained 
membership in a community and careful observation of the social and linguistic practices 
of that community.  
This temporal development of identity within an online community through 
sustained communicative competence often assumes one of several generic forms. In 
their examination of Usenet communities, Golder and Donath propose six “social roles” 
commonly adopted by members of online communities:  
1. The Celebrity—“The Celebrity is the prototypical central figure. Celebrities are 
prolific posters who spend a great deal of time and energy contributing to their 
newsgroup’s community. Because they post so often, everyone knows them” (9). 
2. The Newbie—“The prototypical Newbie generally has little communicative 
competence and may have little common ground with the group.... To make up 
for these shortcomings, many Newbies enact a role of supplication, pleading 
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ignorance and relying on the kindness of others to ease the socialization process” 
(11). 
3. The Lurker—“The Lurker ... reads a newsgroup’s conversations, but does not 
participate himself.... Lurking is not simply a stage in the life of a Newbie that 
one completes when one begins to post messages; lurking, for many reasons, is a 
strategy that can be sustained for as long as one wants” (14). 
4. The Flamer—“The Flamer is known primarily for his aggression; he adopts 
intimidation as his primary strategy.... He does not seek to become a legitimate 
part of the community, so establishing communicative competence is not an issue 
for him” (16). 
5. The Troll—“A Troll attempts to pass as a valid member of the social community 
and begins to subtly provoke other members by writing messages that outwardly 
appear as honest attempts to start conversations but are really designed to waste a 
group’s time by provoking a futile argument” (18). 
6. The Ranter—“The Ranter posts with great frequency on a particular issue or 
issues and is unique in his or her lengthy posts and single-mindedness.... Unlike a 
Troll, a Ranter has an agenda” (19).  
Those who have participated in any type of online community—even one as 
simple as a work-related email discussion list—will quickly recognize the six roles 
described by Golder and Donath. Indeed, many of these terms are so ubiquitous in 
computer-mediated communication that they transcend specific communities and no 
longer need to be defined or explained for new members of a community. However, as I 
will discuss in Chapter 4, subtle definitional differences do exist from community to 
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community, and these distinctions are important ones, as they serve to increase the level 
of communicative competence necessary to participate in a community.  
Several threads run through these studies, but brightest among them is the 
importance of language and discourse in online communities. As Rheingold explained, 
the nature of online communication requires denizens of online communities to rely 
almost solely on language, and although some online communities incorporate images, 
audio, and video, most online communities revolve around text-based discussions. The 
primacy of language in these online communities suggests that the principles of 
traditional rhetoric will provide a useful framework for studying online identity and 
group interaction.  
Two factors emphasize the need for additional research on individual and group 
identity construction in online communities. First, the numerous forms an online 
community can take (email listservs, online discussion forums, public blogs, 
collaborative wikis, etc.), combined with the range of specialized topics on which a 
community can center (political contests, television shows, hobbies and crafts, etc.), yield 
an almost endless list of niche communities, each with its own cultural and 
communicative practices. Second, the boundaries between “real life” and “virtual life” 
are growing increasingly blurry, as members of online communities attend offline 
“meetups,” and as members of physical communities move more of their interactions to 
online spaces. When we take these two factors into account, it becomes obvious that the 
possibilities for scholarship on this topic are, quite literally, limitless.  
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Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have returned again and again to a single fundamental question: are 
online communities real communities? Although most studies go to great lengths to 
distinguish online communities from real communities, my research proceeds from the 
premise that online communities are merely one type of community, in the same way that 
church communities, work communities, neighborhood communities, and social 
communities are all different types of communities. Just as each of these communities 
has its own set of norms, behaviors, and discourse patterns, so too online communities 
have unique characteristics that distinguish them from physical communities yet do not 
exclude them from the broad concept of community. The study at the heart of this 
dissertation demonstrates that in-person or geographic relationships are not essential to 
the notion of community. On the contrary, I hope to show that online communities are 
just as capable as physical communities of fostering real human relationships. 
 The lack of a physical aspect to the relationships inside online communities raises 
numerous questions about identity and credibility. While several studies have explored 
issues of identity in virtual spaces, most of these studies have focused on narrow topics 
such as gender and sexual identity (Sapienza; B. Smith). Far fewer studies have taken up 
the basic issue of how online communities are affected by their anonymous/ 
pseudonymous nature. In physical communities, we take for granted that the people we 
are talking to are in fact who they say they are, and while cases of fraudulent identity do 
exist and certainly grab headlines from time to time, such cases are relatively rare. 
However, in online communities, identity and authorship are always in question. A 
popular cartoon from the New Yorker shows two dogs sitting at the keyboard, with one 
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dog saying to the other, “On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog.” In reality, most 
denizens of online communities are who they say they are, yet the fact remains that the 
other members of the community have fewer methods at their disposal for verifying the 
identities of their interlocutors. 
 Further complicating the problem of online identity is the collaborative and 
multivocal nature of the web. Whereas early websites maintained the traditional 
distinction between author and audience, most contemporary websites encourage (and 
even rely on) participation from and interaction among average visitors to the sites. These 
websites represent a radical shift in the communicative model that links writers and 
readers, speakers and listeners. As the line between author and audience grows 
increasingly blurry, the increased volume of online discussion offers researchers a 
plethora of textual and visual artifacts that demonstrate how argumentation and 
persuasion operate in online environments. Indeed, because online communities have 
become more ubiquitous and more mature, they merit closer study by scholars in 
numerous disciplines, including rhetoric.  
Throughout this chapter, I have highlighted the contributions of several 
disciplines to the study of online communities, but I contend that rhetoric is particularly 
well-equipped to explain the processes by which members of an online community 
establish their identities, assess the credibility of other community members, and work 
collectively to sustain a communal identity. Specifically, the classical rhetorical concept 
of ethos can be used to explain why identity matters so much in online communities and 
how it is built, maintained, and damaged. For thousands of years, rhetoricians have been 
concerned with issues of authorship, identity, credibility, and character. However, the 
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field has barely begun to plumb the depths of the internet to understand how ethos 
functions in online environments. In the next chapter, I will review the history and 
evolution of ethos, discuss its connection to my research site, and introduce my research 
questions. 
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CHAPTER 2: ETHOS IN ONLINE ENVIRONMENTS 
 In his landmark 1977 essay “What Is an Author?” Michel Foucault revives 
Samuel Beckett’s question and asks, “What does it matter who is speaking?” (101). A 
cursory glance at contemporary literary and rhetorical criticism forces us to respond that 
it matters a great deal. As Donald W. Foster notes, “The questions ‘Who wrote it?’ and 
‘Who said it?’ are no less important to literary scholars than to respondents taking the 
SAT subject tests or the TV game-show quizzes where such queries are most likely to be 
encountered” (374). Foucault’s prediction about the end of the author-function—“I think 
that, as our society changes, at the very moment when it is in the process of changing, the 
author-function will disappear”—seems spectacularly ill-timed (11). Indeed, Seán Burke 
argues that “the principle of the author most powerfully reasserts itself when it is thought 
absent” (6). It is almost as if Foucault’s pronouncement set in motion a scenario directly 
opposed to the ideas he espoused. Three decades later, the importance of the author in 
textual criticism is as strong as it has ever been (see Irwin), and the digital age has made 
authors of us all. 
 The dominance of the author in any kind of scholarly criticism can be traced to 
the concept of ethos as it was established in ancient Greece and Rome. Our modern 
understanding of ethos relies heavily on the ideas of Plato, Isocrates, Quintilian, and 
Cicero, who see a direct connection between a speaker’s words and his personal ethics. 
The link between a text’s content and its context is now firmly entrenched in modern 
rhetorical criticism, and any discussion of a text’s ethos will almost certainly contain 
references to external elements: the reputation of the author, the place of publication, the 
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physical properties of the printed work, etc. However, this approach to rhetorical 
criticism assumes that such external elements are capable of being known, and the 
technological shifts of the past thirty years have made that assumption increasingly 
tenuous. The emergence (and present-day ubiquity) of digital texts raises several 
important questions for rhetoricians: How can we study ethos in texts with anonymous or 
pseudonymous authors? How can we verify identity in digital texts? How does ethos 
function differently in online environments than it does in traditional texts? 
In Chapter 1, I explored the history of online communities, examined the 
similarities and differences between physical and online communities, and reviewed 
several studies of online communities. In this chapter, I turn my attention to a single 
rhetorical concept that undergirds my ethnographic study of an online community: ethos. 
Although I am interested in broad questions regarding the functions of rhetoric in online 
communities, the complicated nature of identity and credibility within these communities 
has led me to focus my attention most sharply on ethos. By examining the evolution of 
this seemingly simple rhetorical principle, I will demonstrate the importance of drawing 
upon two conceptions of ethos: the Aristotelian model, which deserves renewed attention 
given the rise of digital texts, and the “gathering place” model, which can help us 
understand the processes by which online communities develop collective identities. 
After exploring the origins and contrasting definitions of ethos, I review previous studies 
of ethos and credibility in online environments. I then argue that the boom in production 
of online texts has created a rich source of data to which rhetoricians should devote 
greater scholarly attention. Finally, I conclude this chapter by introducing the research 
questions that guided my study of one online community. 
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The Messy History of Ethos 
Ethos is a word that has lost its meaning. 
Its Greek origin provides just enough 
sophistication to make it a favorite of 
political pundits, marketing gurus, and 
corporate executives, who speak of the 
ethos of an advertisement, the ethos of a 
political party, or the ethos of an entire 
company. Used in these ways, ethos can 
mean anything from “credibility” to 
“personality” to “character” to “spirit.” The 
sidebar on the right contains the results of a 
cursory internet search, demonstrating that 
the concept of ethos has been appropriated 
by numerous disciplines, all of which have 
translated the term in a manner that suits 
their individual purposes. While these 
definitions may not stand in direct 
opposition to one another, their 
dissimilarities certainly undermine any 
efforts to establish a baseline from which 
scholars in different fields can discuss a common topic. Furthermore, such popular uses 
of the term, while having little to do with ethos as a rhetorical concept, are slowly 
Contrasting Definitions of Ethos 
Ethos: “The internal social context of a work of 
literature, comprising the characterization 
and setting of fictional literature and the 
relation of the author to his reader or 
audience in thematic literature” 
(www.sil.org/~radneyr/humanities/litcrit/ 
gloss.htm). 
Ethos: “The distinguishing character, beliefs or 
moral nature of a person, group, or 
institution” (gbgm-umc.org/umw/ 
corinthians/glossary.stm). 
Ethos: “The esprit d’corps or spirit of the 
group” (www.imb.org/CPM/Glossary.htm). 
Ethos: “A persuasive, or rhetorical, appeal 
depending on the trustworthiness or 
reliability of the communicator as well as 
his or her credibility. All corporations have 
an ethos. The ethos consists of the values 
and beliefs of a corporation that determine 
what persona the corporation assumes 
when communicating to listeners, viewers, 
and readers” (www.bhsu.edu/artssciences/ 
asfaculty/rochse/eng379/glossary/glossary_
2.html). 
Ethos: “The code of conduct of a business and 
the way in which it treats its staff, 
customers, environment and legal 
responsibilities”(www.business2000.ie/htm
l/resources/glossary/e.htm). 
Ethos: “Characteristic manner or spirit, either 
of a community, or individual. This is a 
word that indicates a certain ‘attitude’ or 
sense of comportment towards others, and 
generally associated with questions of 
character or moral selfhood, where 
character or moral selfhood disclose a bond 
with others” (www.texascollaborative.org/ 
Urban_Module/glossary.htm). 
Ethos: “The distinctive spirit of a culture or an 
era; ‘the Greek ethos’” (wordnet.princeton. 
edu/perl/webwn). 
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changing the public’s understanding of ethos. As the public’s understanding of the term 
evolves, so does its actual definition. Hence, a contemporary definition of ethos must 
differ significantly from the definition we used just twenty years ago.  
 We can attribute at least some of this ambiguity to the long and troubled academic 
history of the term. The English word ethos comes from the Greek word ήθος, which can 
be translated into English in numerous ways; some possibilities are “places,” “habitats,” 
“haunts,” “customs,” and “habits” (Hyde xvi). The word ethikos (ηθικός), or “theory of 
living,” comes from the same Greek root, and from there we derive the modern English 
word ethics. Although we typically trace ethos to Aristotle’s Rhetoric, where it is 
introduced alongside logos and pathos as one of the three pisteis, or “modes of persuasion 
furnished by the spoken word” (1356a), the definition of the word is anything but settled. 
As Nan Johnson points out, “variations in definitions of ethos correspond to different 
views of the relationship between rhetorical practice, philosophy, and ethics” (98). These 
competing definitions are both a blessing and a curse to rhetoricians, as they 
simultaneously expand and constrain our conversations about ethos. A brief review of 
three different approaches to the concept of ethos will illustrate the complexity of 
studying ethos in any environment and the importance of studying it in digital 
environments.  
Ethos as Vir Bonus 
Our contemporary understanding of ethos relies heavily on the ideas of Plato, Isocrates, 
Quintilian, and Cicero, who see a direct connection between a speaker’s words and his 
personal ethics. In the Laches, Plato highlights this relationship: “When I hear a man 
discoursing of virtue, or of any sort of wisdom, who is a true man and worthy of his 
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theme, I am delighted beyond measure, and I compare the man and his words, and note 
the harmony and correspondence of them” (Section 188 c–d). Here, Plato suggests that 
listeners (and by extension, readers) will be “delighted” when a speaker’s (or writer’s) 
words are aligned with his character, especially if that speaker’s topic is virtue itself. 
Conversely, history has shown that the public is more reluctant to forgive the bad acts of 
those who preach virtue but do not practice what they preach.  
This idea—that orators must not only speak well, but act well—finds its strongest 
support in the Institutes of Oratory, as Quintilian describes the vir bonus—the “good 
man” whose arguments will be bolstered “by his own excellent qualities” (VI.ii.18). 
Indeed, most other writers on rhetoric broaden the definition of ethos to include the 
overall moral character and history of the speaker. Modern-day rhetoricians, especially 
those writing for lay audiences, often interpret ethos in the manner espoused by Isocrates 
in the Antidosis: 
The man who wishes to persuade people will not be negligent as to the matter of 
character; no, on the contrary, he will apply himself above all to establish a most 
honorable name among his fellow-citizens; for who does not know that words 
carry greater conviction when spoken by men of good repute than when spoken 
by men who live under a cloud, and that the argument which is made by a man’s 
life is more weight than that which is furnished by words? (278).  
The emphasis here rests on the actions, not the words, of the speaker. Isocrates makes it 
clear that the efficacy of a speaker’s words will be greater if the speaker is of “good 
repute.” Although Isocrates predates Aristotle, his ideas find their greatest proponents in 
Rome, several centuries later. 
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 These Roman teachers of oratory, especially Cicero (106 B.C.E.) and Quintilian 
(35 C.E.), adopt Aristotle’s classifications but ally themselves with Isocrates on the matter 
of ethos. In the Institutes of Oratory, Quintilian insists that in order to be an effective 
speaker, one must first have a good character. Indeed, the title orator “can be conceded 
only to good men” (II.vx.1). He translates the Greek ήθος into Latin as mores, or 
“manners,” and expands the definition of ethos, noting that he “must develop more 
precisely the force of the term ethos, as it seems not to be sufficiently intimated by the 
word itself” (VI.ii.12). It is here that ethos takes on its moral overtones: 
All this species of eloquence, however, requires the speaker to be a man of good 
character and of pleasing manners. The virtues which he ought to praise, if 
possible, in his client, he should possess or be thought to possess himself. Thus he 
will be a great support to the causes that he undertakes, to which he will bring 
credit by his own excellent qualities. But he who, while he speaks, is thought a 
bad man, must certainly speak ineffectively, for he will not be thought to speak 
sincerely; if he did, his ethos or character would appear. (VI.ii.18)  
By this time, ethos had already acquired multiple connotations, as demonstrated by 
Quintilian’s chapter on ethos and pathos, which shows that “ήθος, as a rhetorical term, 
had acquired a range of connotations” (Wisse 65). Jakob Wisse blames Aristotle for some 
of the confusion, pointing out that Gorgias and his followers used another Greek 
phrase—not ήθος—to refer to the “reputation of the speaker” (62), and Craig R. Smith 
notes that Aristotle himself uses ήθος differently in his Rhetoric and Nicomachean Ethics 
(3). However, even accounting for these discrepancies, Aristotle’s widely cited but rarely 
applied definition of ethos may prove more valuable today than ever before. 
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Ethos as Textual Element 
In contrast to the broad approach to ethos put forward by those who preceded and 
followed him, Aristotle propounds a precise, narrow definition of ethos in his Rhetoric, 
focused squarely on the speaker’s words, not his character. Ethos, with its companions 
pathos and logos, constitute the three pisteis, or “proofs”—the “modes of persuasion 
furnished by the spoken word” (1356a). While ethos “depends upon the personal 
character of the speaker,” the persuasion that results from this proof must reside in the 
text itself; it “should be achieved by what the speaker says, not by what people think of 
his character before he begins to speak” (1356a, emphasis mine). Hence, the rhetor 
succeeds not when he is genuinely credible, but when he “make[s] us think him credible” 
(1356a; emphasis mine). In Book 2, Aristotle reiterates that the speaker “must also make 
his own character look right” (1377b; emphasis mine). The distinctions here are subtle, 
but important. As Michael J. Hyde notes, Aristotle “directs our attention away from an 
understanding of ethos as a person’s well-lived existence and toward an understanding of 
ethos as an artistic accomplishment” (xvi). For Aristotle, the pisteis are elements of the 
text, and their effectiveness depends on the careful construction of the speech, not on the 
personal attributes of the speaker.  
 Gerard A. Hauser draws a distinction between internal sources of ethos, which 
reside in the text, and external sources of ethos, which exist outside the text (154). 
Internal ethos aligns closely with the Aristotelian notion of ethos, while external ethos 
aligns closely with what I have been calling the vir bonus notion of ethos. Carolyn R. 
Miller argues that, in practical terms, audiences evaluate ethos using both internal and 
external criteria: “[O]ur interpretation of character is more than our knowledge of 
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someone’s prior reputation; it is also, importantly, a response to the ongoing performance 
itself, made on the fly, in the course of interaction. Character is an effect of delivery and 
reception as well as of prior action” (“Writing in a Culture of Simulation,” 75). The 
Greeks gave a name to the rhetorical technique by which ethos was developed in a 
speech: ethopoeia. Miller explains that ethopoeia “denoted the construction—or 
simulation—of character in discourse, and was particularly apparent in the art of 
logographers, or speechwriters, who worked usually for those who had to defend 
themselves in court” (ibid., 74). The ability to construct a speaker’s identity in a single 
speech would seem to be an impossible task, but given the venues of ancient Greece (e.g., 
the courts, the public forums) and the nature of the discourse within those venues, a 
speaker might have only one chance to establish and defend his reputation. In such 
circumstances, ethopoeia would have been an invaluable skill, for “ethos can be effective 
only if ethopoeia is concealed, if the effort of construction is hidden so that the character 
does not seem the product of artifice or simulation” (ibid., 75). 
 Aristotle offers three methods for establishing “the orator’s own character”: good 
sense (phronesis), good moral character (arete), and goodwill (eunoia) (1378a). 
Establishing one’s arete usually relies on references to external factors; an audience will 
trust an author’s character because they know the author personally, because the author is 
a public figure and they therefore presume to know his or her character, or because they 
are familiar with other works by the same author. If the audience doesn’t know a 
particular author, the author can explicitly state his or her biography and credentials. 
Although such references appear in the text, assessing them requires of the audience an 
external point of reference.  
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 Aristotle says little about eunoia in this passage, instead referring the reader to his 
“discussion of the emotions” (1378a). However, as Craig R. Smith points out, “the 
discussions of emotion and friendship do not contain a definition of goodwill” (11). A 
general definition of goodwill—“an attitude of kindness or friendliness” (American 
Heritage)—may be somewhat helpful, but we inevitably lose something in the translation 
from Greek to English. For the purposes of this discussion, it appears that eunoia’s 
connotations of friendship rely on a preexisting relationship between author and 
audience, yet another external element. Although an author could develop eunoia by 
complimenting the audience’s intelligence or by avoiding arrogance and condescension, 
these strategies are likely to be peripheral to ethos-building efforts of the text. 
 Aristotle’s third method, phronesis, stands out as the most effective strategy for 
establishing credibility within a text. The word phronesis has been interpreted in various 
ways over time—good sense, practical wisdom, sagacity, expertise, intelligence, etc. (C. 
Smith 10)—but as with ethos, a precise English equivalent for phronesis is elusive. As 
we consider techniques for establishing a rhetor’s phronesis, we find ourselves drifting 
toward the territory traditionally occupied by logos. For instance, if we accept the 
argument that a rhetor’s expertise or intelligence could be established by employing a 
coherent structure or an exhaustive treatment of his subject, we must ask, is this 
persuasion tied to the character of the author, or rather to his or her logical appeals? 
Likewise, an author who seeks to establish her credibility through phronesis must, by 
definition, employ logos in her writing. This idea—that logos can be used to strengthen 
one’s ethos—should be self-evident, but it certainly complicates any attempt to establish 
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a precise model for evaluating the internal ethos of a text. The existence of this semantic 
gray area, however, should not dissuade us from focusing on the internal ethos of texts. 
If Aristotle is the father of ethos, why has his definition of the term been so 
consistently ignored? Two reasons seem most likely. First, as a practical matter, 
divorcing a text from its author is nearly impossible. Even if we set out to perform a 
careful textual analysis of a work, we inevitably are influenced by what we know about 
the text’s author, the circumstances surrounding its writing, and previous scholarly 
criticism. These external elements color our analysis of the text and influence our 
perception of the text’s ethos. Second, and more important, carefully studying external 
elements enriches our understanding of a text. What would Martin Luther King’s “I Have 
a Dream” speech be without at least some knowledge of the civil rights movement? What 
would Nixon’s “I am not a crook” plea be without Watergate? The benefits we gain from 
connecting a text to its surroundings are significant, which may explain why Aristotle’s 
precise definition of ethos has been essentially abandoned in the two millennia since he 
proposed it.  
 Given these facts, we may be tempted to declare that Aristotle’s definition of 
ethos—which relies so heavily on the text itself—is impractical and unusable. After all, if 
all texts have external ethos, what point is there in trying to ferret out internal ethos? I 
contend that it is precisely this logic that has fostered our contemporary understanding of 
ethos and our heavy reliance on the ideas promoted by Isocrates, Quintilian, and other 
ancient rhetoricians. There is little doubt that their approach to ethos will continue to 
dominate modern rhetoric’s concept of ethos. But Aristotle’s original definition, 
rehabilitated for a digital age, can provide a valuable counterpoint to the notion of 
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external ethos we have privileged for two millennia. Later in this chapter, I will explore 
in greater detail the reasons why digital texts lend themselves to the study of internal 
ethos and argue that Aristotle’s original, narrow definition of ethos may be more relevant 
today than it has ever been before.  
Ethos as Gathering Place 
Although the vir bonus definition of ethos and the Aristotelian definition of ethos are 
commonly discussed in contrast to one another, a third, less-prominent definition of ethos 
also merits consideration. In recent decades, a group of rhetoricians has argued for a 
return to a pre-Aristotelian definition of ethos as “gathering place” or “dwelling place.” 
S. Michael Halloran traces the etymology of ήθος, noting, 
The most concrete meaning given for the term in the Greek lexicon is “a habitual 
gathering place,” and I suspect it is upon this image of people gathering together 
in a public place, sharing experiences and ideas, that its meaning as character 
rests. To have ethos is to manifest the virtues most valued by the culture to and 
for which one speaks. (60)  
Similarly, Thomas W. Benson argues that “Aristotle’s notion of ethos as a mode of proof 
presupposes earlier concepts of ethos as dwelling place” (ix). Michael J. Hyde traces 
ethos to writers as early as Homer and Hesiod (xvi), as does Todd S. Frobish, who argues 
that Aristotle’s concept of ethos is borrowed, in part, from Homer’s Illiad. The work of 
these scholars shows that the concept of ethos has always been a moving target and that 
the blurry areas between these various definitions of ethos can prove to be productive 
sites for rhetorical research. 
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Oddly enough, the “gathering place” approach to ethos may match popular 
definitions of the term more closely that the other two approaches I have described. As 
Halloran explains, “The word ethos has both an individual and a collective meaning. It 
makes sense to speak of the ethos of this or that person, but it makes equally good sense 
to speak of the ethos of a particular type of person, of a professional group, or a culture, 
or an era in history” (62). If an individual’s ethos is established in the text itself (i.e., 
internal ethos) and through the rhetor’s actions (i.e., external ethos), then a group’s 
collective ethos must be established through the aggregation of many individuals’ texts 
and actions over time. Building on the concepts of community discussed in Chapter 1, we 
can see that every community develops and maintains a collective ethos, whether or not 
the members of that community consciously choose to do so. As texts circulate within a 
community, the collective ethos of the community is slowly shaped and reshaped, and in 
turn, the community’s ethos influences the ethos of each individual member of that 
community. All community gatherings can thus be viewed as ethos-building events.  
These three approaches to ethos—the vir bonus, the textual, and the gathering 
place—are by no means the only possible ways to interpret ethos. And given the range of 
critical approaches in contemporary rhetoric, along with the uncertainty inherent in the 
ancient Greek and Roman texts, a succinct, universal definition of ethos will likely never 
emerge. Instead, specialized definitions will continue to evolve in disparate ways across 
various disciplines and even within the field of rhetoric itself. However, the three 
definitions I have explored here account for internal and external factors and for 
individual and collective understandings of ethos. The intersections between these three 
definitions will become more clear as we apply them to online discourse. 
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Studying Ethos in Online Environments 
At the beginning of this chapter, I argued that the emergence of digital texts further 
complicates the already messy concept of ethos. In order to understand why this is so, we 
must first answer one question: What is so special about digital texts? Once we establish 
the unique nature of digital texts, we can consider previous studies of ethos in online 
environments.   
Unique Features of Digital Texts 
Any discussion of ethos in a text will inevitably raise questions about that text’s author or 
authors. In ancient Greece and Rome, rhetoricians concerned themselves primarily with 
public oratory, in which the speaker (if not the actual author) was obvious. In the 
centuries that followed, as rhetoric turned its attention to written texts, questions of 
authorship and identity became somewhat more complicated. Today, digital texts 
magnify and multiply these questions; as a result, discussions of ethos in digital texts 
have become increasingly problematic.  
 Anonymous texts are hardly new (e.g., the Dissoi Logoi and the Rhetorica ad 
Herennium), but in the digital age, documents with unnamed or unverified authors are no 
longer an anomaly. As the internet grows, anonymous texts will become increasingly 
prevalent; indeed, many online communities prize anonymity, zealously guarding the 
identities of their members. Anonymous texts, as Thomas M. Robinson writes of the 
Dissoi Logoi, will always be “intractable animals” (ix), but that is precisely what should 
make them so fascinating to serious students of rhetoric. The internet is a tangled mess of 
collaborative, pseudonymous, anonymous, and sometimes downright deceptive texts—in 
other words, a bottomless well for twenty-first century rhetoricians. We would do well to 
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focus some of our scholarly energy on developing theoretical frameworks and 
methodologies for studying how internet users establish individual and collective ethos in 
online environments.  
Hauser’s distinction between internal ethos and external ethos becomes supremely 
important when rhetoricians study online communities, where identity and authorship are 
always in doubt. Online interlocutors cannot rely on traditional methods of establishing 
their identity and credibility, especially in communities that protect (and even encourage) 
anonymity. Hence, they must establish their ethos using the conventions established and 
upheld by the communities to which they belong. As they employ these conventions, they 
signal their identity as members of the community. John J. Gumperz argues that  
“knowledge of rhetorical strategies can become a badge of membership” (201), and 
Kevin Hunt explains that establishing collective ethos on the web “involves situating the 
organization’s values in a specific social context, a context in which those values, 
experienced and shared by others who ‘enter’ into the organization’s virtual site, become 
realized” (379). Each online community has its own rhetorical conventions, and while 
many of these conventions mirror the schemes and tropes described by ancient 
rhetoricians, other conventions are unique to online environments and made possible by 
the software used to support online interaction in these communities. In Chapter 4, I will 
discuss the ways in which these conventions function in one online community, with the 
goal of developing a typology of ethotic appeals unique to online discourse.  
 Because most scholarly criticism depends heavily on tying texts to specific 
authors, anonymous works make such criticism difficult. Authorship is viewed as an 
essential element in understanding a text, and for some scholars, as long as a text’s 
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authorship remains in question, “criticism will stand at an impasse” (Foster 375). 
Foucault argues that “an author’s name is not simply an element in a discourse … it 
performs a certain role with regard to narrative discourse, assuring a classificatory 
function” (4). The human desire to impose order on chaotic systems has fueled a 
centuries-long effort to classify documents, and there is no simpler method of 
classification than the author’s name. When we encounter anonymous texts, we are 
unsure how to approach them; even if we cannot pinpoint the cause of our discomfort, we 
feel something is missing. As a result, anonymous texts are generally under-studied by 
students and have never received the same scholarly attention that authored texts have 
enjoyed.  
 This disparity between authored and anonymous texts is to be expected; after all, 
anonymity limits the breadth and depth of scholarship that can be performed on a text. 
The less we know about an author’s identity, the less we know about other external 
elements—date and place of authorship, gender of the author, previous works by the 
same author, etc. Although this dearth of external information can be seen as a barrier to 
scholarship, it can also be seen as a boon: if the only thing we have to study is the actual 
text, we cannot get lost in tangential pursuits; hence, anonymous texts can serve to focus 
our inquiry on the merits of the text itself. In short, studying anonymous and 
pseudonymous texts—especially those produced in online environments—substantiates 
my claim that despite modern conceptions of ethos, Aristotle’s idea of ethos as 
established in the Rhetoric is still valid: ethos can and does reside in the text itself. The 
study I present in Chapter 4 will demonstrate this point in much greater detail. 
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Previous Research on Ethos in Online Environments 
Researchers in various disciplines have advanced models for analyzing websites, but no 
consensus exists on the most effective of these methods, and it is doubtful that such a 
consensus will ever be reached. The very nature of websites complicates any attempt at 
creating a model for analyzing and evaluating online communication. The free-form 
nature of the web makes it incredibly difficult to establish any sort of convention about 
what is or is not effective, persuasive, or credible. However, these models can be helpful 
if they are viewed not as multiple-choice matrices or yes/no alternatives, but as heuristics 
designed to initiate discussion about the potential effects of writing and design choices on 
the web. Because some of these models originate outside the discipline of rhetoric, they 
use the terms credibility, trustworthiness, or believability where we would use ethos. 
Hence, I will use the terms ethos and credibility somewhat interchangeably throughout 
the remainder of this dissertation; I do so not to discount the value of the term ethos, but 
to acknowledge two facts: first, many disciplines are addressing very similar issues, albeit 
with different terminology, and second, the non-rhetoricians involved as research 
participants in this study were not familiar with the history and evolution of ethos 
outlined in this chapter. 
 Perhaps the most prolific academic source of research on internet credibility is the 
Stanford Persuasive Technology Lab, directed by BJ Fogg. Although the Stanford 
researchers do not share a background in rhetoric, the models they put forward for 
assessing credibility online will prove helpful as rhetoricians grapple with the idea of 
ethos in digital texts. Fogg’s work revolves around the term credibility, which he equates 
with the Greek ethos (3). “Simply put,” Fogg writes, “credibility can be defined as 
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believability. Credible people are believable people; credible information is believable 
information” (3). Fogg argues that when an internet user evaluates credibility, “the person 
makes an assessment of both trustworthiness and expertise to arrive at an overall 
credibility assessment.” He defines trustworthiness using the terms well intentioned, 
truthful, and unbiased, and expertise using the terms knowledgeable, experienced, and 
competent. Websites that are credible display high levels of both trustworthiness and 
expertise. 
 One of Fogg’s studies collected data from 1,481 subjects using a survey 
instrument to assess perceptions of online credibility. Respondents were asked to rank 
factors that affect web credibility, such as whether the site lists a physical address and 
phone number, whether the site is linked to by another site the respondent feels is 
credible, whether the URL for the site ends in .org, whether the site is professionally 
designed, whether the site requires you to register and log in, and how quickly the site 
downloads (Fogg 8–9). The study suggests six overall design implications, each of which 
will help boost a website’s credibility. These suggestions include separating advertising 
from editorial content, ensuring a simple navigation system, eliminating broken links, and 
getting other well-respected sites to link to you (13–14). 
 In an effort to help its students conduct academically rigorous online research, the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has published “criteria for evaluating online 
information.” The site suggests eight specific criteria: credibility, bias, accuracy, 
currency, relevance, significance, intended audience, and usability (1–4). Again, the term 
credibility comes closest to the concept of ethos, and these guidelines include three 
factors for assessing a website’s credibility: credentials (encompassing academic 
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background, institutional affiliation, or previously published work), arguments (“Are 
arguments for the author’s point of view logical and well reasoned?”), and documentation 
(“Are facts and arguments supported by references to existing scholarly literature by 
reputable authors?”). These suggestions are far less theorized and tested than those 
developed by the Stanford Persuasive Technology Lab, but the commonalities between 
the two sets of criteria indicate a developing pattern in the field of internet studies. 
 Within the field of rhetoric and professional communication, Laura Gurak 
suggests seven criteria for evaluating websites. Gurak and a research assistant compiled 
nineteen lists of criteria created by their colleagues, universities, and high schools and 
identified seven common themes in these lists: 
1. Authorship. Gurak warns against anonymous sites and encourages researchers to 
identify the author’s credentials and contact information. The idea here seems to 
be that an anonymous or institutional author is less credible than one who 
identifies herself and her background. This confirms the dominance of external 
ethos in all forms of communication, including digital texts.  
2. Currentness. Several lists stressed the importance of searching for a “last 
updated” date, and Gurak notes that “websites with more recent dates are 
probably more reliable” (94). The importance of currentness is unique to the web; 
in more traditional media, age and stability are valued, but online, the power of 
the “new” is undeniable. 
3. Purpose. Somewhat confusingly, Gurak uses the heading “purpose” to discuss the 
importance of evaluating a site’s intended audience (95). By determining the 
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intended audience of a website, readers can better understand whether the site 
contains credible information in that particular instance. 
4. URL. Gurak notes that “nearly half of the guidelines considered a Web site’s 
URL, or address, as a criterion for credibility” (95), with the understanding that 
sites ending in “.edu” are generally more credible than those ending in “.net” or 
“.com”. However, Gurak challenges this notion, pointing out that many “.edu” 
sites belong to students, and contends that each site must be evaluated on its own 
merits.  
5. Links. The importance of links is twofold: first, credible websites contain 
hyperlinks to relevant and credible sources, and second, the hyperlinks should be 
“workable.” Websites with “dead” links indicate that “the site is not well 
maintained and therefore is perhaps not a good source of information” (95). 
6. Accuracy. Several factors can influence the “accuracy” of a website. Citations 
found on the site should be appropriate to the subject, should contain factually 
correct information, and should not merely “reference other sites that share the 
original site’s opinion” (96). To bolster the ethos of a website, visitors should be 
able to independently verify information presented on the site.  
7. Design. Gurak notes that a well-designed website gives the impression of 
credibility, but such an impression can be misleading: “the best-looking Web site 
does not mean the best information. It means only that the organization spent time 
and money to design a good site” (96). In spite of this warning, the practical effect 
of good visual design is enhanced credibility.  
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These three models for evaluating websites provide a useful foundation for this 
study, but all three models deal with the credibility or ethos of websites in general, not 
the ethos of individual online interlocutors. To date, only a handful of studies have 
centered on individual ethos in online environments. One of these studies, conducted by 
Jo Mackiewicz, centers on product review websites and suggests that users establish their 
credibility in subtle ways, from carefully editing their reviews to strategically inserting 
“signals of expertise” in order to convince other readers that they are knowledgeable 
about the particular products or services they are reviewing (6). Another study, by 
Carolyn R. Miller and Dawn Shepherd, makes one of the first forays into rhetorical 
analysis of the weblog format. Miller and Shepherd discuss kairos, audience, and 
exigence as they operate in blogging, and briefly review criteria used by an online site to 
evaluate blogs. They note that 
almost across the board, bloggers seem to agree that content is the most important 
feature of a blog…. The Weblog Review, a blog reviewing site, evaluates three 
features on a 5-point scale: design, consistency, and content, with the lion’s share 
of the rating’s weight, 80–90%, dedicated to the blog’s content. (Miller and 
Shepherd) 
This admittedly nonacademic approach is telling in that it confirms the oft-repeated 
blogosphere mantra: Content is king. Although criteria like design, currentness, and 
authorship are important, if a weblog does not consistently produce interesting content, it 
cannot maintain its ethos in the blogosphere. As weblog pioneer Rebecca Blood advises 
potential bloggers, “The best thing you can do to gain readers is to provide them with 
interesting, varied content. No matter what kind of site you maintain, readers will return 
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when they find something on your site that they won’t find anywhere else” (Weblog 
Handbook 122).  
 Previous research on ethos and credibility in online environments establishes a 
starting point for my study, which attempts to bridge the gap between popular models for 
evaluating credibility and traditional rhetorical approaches to assessing ethos.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have demonstrated the complexity of ethos as a rhetorical concept and 
argued that the explosion of online discourse calls for renewed attention to Aristotle’s 
original definition of ethos and to earlier conceptions of ethos as “gathering place.” 
Although digital texts may be harder to study, they are no less worthy of our attention, 
and researchers should be willing to risk their own ethos by studying texts that don’t 
come neatly packaged with easily traceable external ethos. As we approach digital texts, 
we would do well to take a lesson from Robinson’s work on the Dissoi Logoi; 
anonymous and pseudonymous texts will always be “intractable animals,” but that is 
precisely what should make them so fascinating to serious rhetoricians. The enormity of 
material available via the internet is difficult to comprehend, but we must remember that, 
compared to the texts of ancient Greece and Rome, the internet is still in its infancy. 
Digital texts produced by online communities will only continue to grow in number, and 
it is incumbent upon rhetoricians to explore these texts and communities, regardless of 
how messy the process might be. It is in this spirit of exploration that I now turn my 
attention to a thriving online community called MetaFilter. 
 MetaFilter (http://metafilter.com), created in 1999, is a general-interest group 
weblog that allows members of the site to post links to other websites, then discuss those 
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websites with the thousands of other MetaFilter users. MetaFilter features several 
subsections, such as Ask MetaFilter, which allows members to pose questions and draw 
upon the collective knowledge of the community, and MeFi Projects, which allows 
members to post links to their own creative endeavors. MetaFilter, which has more than 
46,000 members, is moderated by just five people. However, the site has a strong ethic of 
self-policing, and one forum, called MetaTalk, is designed specifically to allow members 
to discuss the policies and practices of the larger MetaFilter community. Using this site-
within-a-site, members can resolve disputes, request changes in site policies, and praise 
or shame other users. In short, MetaTalk serves as a fascinating case study of effective 
community governance through ethotic appeals.  
 Through a virtual ethnography of MetaTalk, I hope to explicate the form and 
function of ethos in online environments. My study addresses three primary research 
questions: 
RQ1: How often, and under what circumstances, do members of online 
communities make ethos-based appeals, and what rhetorical strategies do they use 
to invoke ethos?  
RQ2: How do members of online communities assess the credibility of their 
interlocutors (the other members of the community)? 
RQ3: How do online communities develop and sustain a collective ethos over 
time?  
The remaining three chapters of this dissertation focus almost exclusively on this study. 
Chapter 3 grapples with the methodological challenges of researching online 
communities and details the mixed-methods approach I employed to answer my research 
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questions. Chapter 4 offers a thick description of the community and presents the findings 
of my research, which combines quantitative data, narrative surveys, and rhetorical 
analysis to illuminate ethos at work in the community. Finally, Chapter 5 explores the 
lessons we can learn from MetaTalk about ethos and online communities, as well as the 
potential implications of this study for researchers, practitioners, and teachers of digital 
rhetoric. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS  
In July 2008, two software engineers at Google updated the official Google 
weblog with a momentous piece of news: the company’s archived index of unique URLs 
had just passed the one trillion mark. Just how big is a trillion? The engineers tried to put 
it into perspective: “[M]ultiple times every day, we do the computational equivalent of 
fully exploring every intersection of every road in the United States. Except it’d be a map 
about 50,000 times as big as the U.S., with 50,000 times as many roads and intersections” 
(Alpert and Hajaj). Put another way, if you were to glance at each of those trillion web 
pages for just one second, it would take you 316 centuries. The internet, it seems, has 
grown beyond the capacity of the human mind to comprehend it. The world is awash in 
texts, and only Google’s computers can read them all. 
Which is a pity, really, because rhetoricians love texts. Our work depends on 
having access to texts, from political oratory to classified documents to the mundane 
minutiae of everyday life. Whether we embrace a traditional view of what qualifies as a 
text—“any instance of spoken or written language that could be considered in isolation as 
a self-sufficient entity” (Covino and Jolliffe 5)—or a the Derridean view that “everything 
is a text” (Rawlings), we must admit that the digital age has produced an unprecedented 
deluge of texts. Every online action taken by every internet user—every blog post, every 
Twitter update, every listserv email, every YouTube video—yields another text, another 
data point waiting to be harvested, coded, and interpreted.  
This surfeit of data is both our blessing and our curse: those of us who study 
internet culture will never want for a good research site, but as the internet proliferates we 
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find ourselves spending an inordinate amount of time separating wheat from chaff and 
struggling to develop sound research practices that can keep pace with changing 
technologies. At some point, it is tempting to fall back on Edwin Black’s circuitous 
definition of rhetorical criticism—“Criticism is that which critics do” (4)—and dismiss 
discussions of methodology entirely, so we can return to the important work of 
interpreting and critiquing all of those fascinating texts.  
As enticing as that prospect may be, we cannot ignore the pressing need for 
greater attention to methodological issues in digital research. In Chapter 1, I described 
how online communities have slowly been gaining acceptance as legitimate research sites 
in several disciplines, from sociology to anthropology to linguistics to my field of 
study—rhetoric and professional communication. The question remains, however, as to 
what methods are best suited for studying online communities. In this chapter, I argue 
that a mixed-methods approach, combining elements of quantitative analysis, traditional 
ethnography, and close textual analysis, can serve to paint a vibrant picture of an online 
community in action. I begin by briefly reviewing the emergence of the internet as a 
research site for rhetoricians and exploring the unique challenges faced by internet 
researchers. Next, I review several previous studies of rhetoric in online environments, 
comparing and contrasting the various methods used by researchers who study internet 
culture and digital rhetoric. I then introduce my research site and outline the research 
questions that guided my study, discussing the data collection and analysis methods I 
used to answer each question. As I proceed, I hope to demonstrate that the field of digital 
rhetoric cannot advance without a robust set of methodologies tailored specifically to 
working with electronic texts and online communities.  
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Three Approaches to Studying the Internet 
As the internet came of age in the 1990s, heated debates raged in numerous academic 
disciplines regarding the legitimacy of the internet as a research site (Fielding, Lee, and 
Blank). Researchers of human communication, in fields as diverse as linguistics, 
sociology, psychology, and anthropology, found themselves caught up in a wave of new 
possibilities and new challenges, all stemming from an inchoate field that came to be 
known as “computer-mediated communication.” The internet revolution did not merely 
provide researchers with new artifacts; it simultaneously provided new tools and 
techniques for gathering, coding, and analyzing data. As James J. Sosnoski argued in 
1999, the internet demanded a methodology equal to the artifacts it produced: 
“Although literary critics may avoid the methodological implications of the World 
Wide Web (WWW), it is not an option for rhetoricians. Rhetoric is, at a 
minimum, the study of the available means of persuasion. The WWW is a site of 
increasing significance as a ‘means of persuasion’ in our society…. As a 
consequence, contemporary rhetoricians need to employ a mode of analysis that 
can handle the sounds and images of the multimedia hypertexts that populate the 
Web.” (129)  
Anandra Mitra and Elisia Cohen reinforce this claim, suggesting that traditional research 
methods are insufficient for web-based texts: “What has worked well for traditional texts 
might not be smoothly transferable to the new text. Thus, the theoretical underpinnings of 
the traditional analytical methods need to be rethought” (199). In other words, our 
research methods must be suited to our artifacts of study. 
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Of course, this goal is easier stated than accomplished. In the field of rhetoric, for 
instance, scholars who had been accustomed to studying stable texts were forced to 
reconsider the very notion of what constitutes a text. And assuming that the field could 
achieve consensus regarding this simple matter (which, I hope I have shown, is not really 
so simple), the methodological issue remains: how are internet texts to be studied? This 
key question is unlikely to be answered anytime soon—if ever—but our ongoing debates 
about the value of online artifacts and the most effective methods for studying them 
should not prevent us from conducting internet research in the here and now. In fact, 
scholars of rhetoric, with our expertise in deliberation, argumentation, public-sphere 
discourse, and textual analysis, may be uniquely positioned to take advantage of the 
rapidly accumulating cache of digitized documents and electronic communication found 
on the internet. Because rhetoric and professional communication straddles the line 
between the social sciences and the humanities, and because its methodologies draw upon 
disciplines from anthropology to linguistics to sociology to literary studies, researchers in 
our field are able to employ a variety of different methods. Three of these—quantitative 
analysis, ethnography, and close textual analysis—stand out as worthy of greater 
examination, since they have the potential to reshape our understanding of what it means 
to conduct rhetorical research in the digital age.  
Quantitative Analysis 
Given the volume of raw data and metadata stored online, researchers interested in 
quantifying aspects of electronic communication are limited only by their ability to 
collect, manipulate, and analyze data using software tools. Twenty years ago, a researcher 
studying group dynamics in a traditional setting might have employed the following 
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methods: he would audio record a meeting of a professional work team, then he would 
transcribe the audiotape (or pay a transcriptionist to do so). Next, he would carefully code 
the transcript, perhaps asking another researcher to do likewise, to ensure inter-rater 
reliability. Only then would the researcher begin analyzing the coded data for specific 
rhetorical features. The processes of transcribing and coding the data were incredibly 
onerous, and any statistical measures of textual data might be viewed with suspicion by 
those who contend that human communication cannot (or should not) be quantified.  
Today, a researcher studying group interaction in an online community can 
simply download a group’s entire discussion archives in HTML format and import each 
discussion post as a separate database entry into a FileMaker or MySQL database. These 
databases can then be scripted to search the data and automatically code it for keyword 
frequency, sentence length, time delays between responses, and other features. Because 
each data point comes with its own set of metadata (e.g., date stamps, user IDs, comment 
length), and because modern software programs can code vast stores of data and metadata 
with alarming precision and speed, the researcher can spend more time analyzing the 
processed data and less time transcribing and coding it. Susan C. Herring, et al., 
demonstrate just how powerful these quantitative techniques can be. Using methods 
known as social network analysis and graph theory, Herring and her coauthors measured 
connections between a random sampling of weblogs and a predefined set of “A-list 
blogs.” Their quantitative analysis of connections between different bloggers shows that 
inter-blog “conversations” are less common than typically reported in the mainstream 
media (10); this insight into online communication could not have emerged without the 
use of quantitative methods. Although digital rhetoricians will continue to rely primarily 
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on qualitative approaches to electronic texts, we should remember that quantitative 
methods can be “especially useful for checking the prevalence of some natural 
phenomena, for testing the relevance of contextual factors, and for tracing trends” 
(Charney 292). In my study, I employ quantitative measures to describe phenomena that 
demand greater qualitative exploration. For rhetoricians, quantitative research can serve 
to generate questions whose answers can be found through close textual study. Although 
quantitative research will never replace rhetorical analysis, it can enhance rhetorical 
analysis in ways that were unimaginable before the advent of computational analysis. 
Ethnography 
On the opposite end of the methodology spectrum from quantitative analysis lies 
ethnographic field research, another method that is currently being reshaped by 
technology. Stephen Gilbert Brown argues that “in the aftermath of the postmodern 
assault,” the concept of a “field site” has been redefined in broader terms “to include 
linguistic sites and site-specific discourse communities within the country, the 
community, and the classroom” (303). Likewise, Margaret Baker Graham suggests that 
research in the area of professional communication “may be richer if we extend the 
boundaries of our research to sites we have traditionally ignored” (183). Although neither 
of these authors specifically mention online communities in their discussions of field 
sites, I would argue that studying online communities is merely one of many next logical 
steps in contemporary rhetorical research.  
Over the past two decades, researchers have begun applying traditional 
ethnographic research methods to online communities (Hine, Virtual Ethnography and 
Virtual Methods; Smith and Kollock; Howard and Jones). The process of “observing” 
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these communities is, of course, quite different from the process of conducting a 
traditional ethnography, but ethnography offers a helpful framework for making sense of 
the textual and visual artifacts created by online communities. Ethnographic methods also 
provide a model for thoughtful, ethical approaches to studying human interaction and 
representing research subjects fairly (Sapienza; B. Smith).  
In many ethnographic studies of online communities, technology is not merely the 
focus of the studies; it also enables the authors to conduct their research. As Beatrice 
Smith points out, “Ethnographic work that targets Internet culture significantly alters the 
nature of fieldwork as traditionally understood, because it is possible for researchers to 
complete fieldwork without ever meeting participants. The field, in this case, becomes an 
ever-shifting milieu” (138). For digital ethnographers, that milieu now includes the 
prominent presence of technology. Just as the development of new software tools aids the 
quantitative researcher, it also aids the ethnographer, this time in her efforts to capture 
human communication in online environments and present it in way that does justice both 
to the research subjects and to the medium of communication. Christine Hine argues for 
situating research of virtual spaces within those very spaces:  
Conducting an ethnographic enquiry through the use of CMC [computer-mediated 
cmmunication] opens up the possibility of gaining a reflexive understanding of 
what it is to be a part of the Internet. This provides a symmetry to the 
ethnography, as the ethnographer learns through using the same media as 
informants.… An ethnography of, in, and through the Internet can be conceived 
of as an adaptive and wholeheartedly partial approach which draws on connection 
rather than location in defining its object. (Virtual Ethnography, 10)  
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As we enlarge our disciplinary understanding of what constitutes data and what qualifies 
as a legitimate data collection method, we will accomplish what Hine describes: we will 
understand what it is to be part of the internet. This tangled, messy space is in desperate 
need of serious study by scholars in all disciplines that are concerned with human 
interaction. The study presented in this dissertation represents one effort to tackle some of 
the difficult problems that accompany internet research. 
Close Textual Analysis 
I have argued that the work of digital rhetoricians can benefit from adopting quantitative 
and ethnographic research methods, but rhetoric must never sacrifice its focus on 
language, texts, and discourse. As I demonstrated at the beginning of this chapter, the 
sheer volume of digital texts can be overwhelming for researchers accustomed to 
analyzing discrete speeches or self-contained documents, because digital texts are often 
sprawling, interconnected, and multivocal. Compounding these problems is the fact that 
digital texts, especially those composed collaboratively by large online communities, are 
compiled so rapidly. Hence, although digital texts can be studied profitably using many 
of the same theoretical and methodological approaches applied to traditional texts, close 
textual analysis can prove to be an especially effective tool. 
 Close textual analysis as a method of rhetorical criticism, advocated by scholars 
such as Michael Leff and Stephen E. Lucas, asserts that a “close reading” of a text can 
“reveal and explicate the precise, often hidden, mechanisms that give a particular text ... 
rhetorical effect” (Burgchardt 563). Employing this method can make explicit how a text 
can affect its audience in particular ways. Proponents of close textual analysis suggest 
that its power lies in its simplicity, which nonetheless leads to important insights. As 
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James Jasinski explains, “Close readers linger over words, verbal images, elements of 
style, sentences, argument patterns, and entire paragraphs and larger discursive units 
within the text to explore their significance on multiple levels” (93). 
 Close textual analysis is an ideal method for digital rhetoricians because it can be 
applied to digital texts in all their varieties. The analysis begins tabula rasa—with the 
textual artifact itself—and keeps the text at the center of the analysis, rewarding critics 
who return to the text again and again, “slow[ing] down the action within the text” 
through multiple careful readings (Lucas 249). This methodical, “microscopic” reading of 
a text is essential for researchers attempting to unpack complex online discourse (Lucas; 
Slagell). By combining close textual analysis with quantitative and ethnographic research 
methods, digital rhetoricians can illuminate the inner workings of online communities 
like the one at the center of this study.  
Brief Description of Research Site 
MetaFilter.com is a general-interest community weblog founded by Matt Haughey in 
1999. Initially, Haughey created the site to provide a place where he and his friends could 
share links to interesting websites, then discuss those websites. As the site grew in 
popularity, membership expanded beyond Haughey’s circle of friends and began to 
include anyone who wanted an account on the site. By 2004, the site had nearly 16,000 
members, and Haughey closed the site to new members. This freeze on membership 
lasted approximately seven months, at which point Haughey reopened membership sign-
ups with a five dollar fee. From November 2004 until present, membership has been open 
to any interested party willing to pay the five dollar registration fee. As of early 2010, 
more than 46,000 individuals have created MetaFilter user accounts. 
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MetaFilter has evolved in other ways, too. Over the years, Haughey has added 
new sections to the site, ranging from Ask MetaFilter, a forum that allows members to 
pose questions and draw upon the collective knowledge of the community, to MeFi 
Projects, which allows members to post links to their own creative endeavors. MetaFilter 
and all of its subsections are moderated by just five people, and the bulk of this work is 
done by three of the five moderators. However, the site has a strong ethic of self-policing, 
and one subsection, called MetaTalk, is designed specifically to allow members to 
discuss the policies and practices of the larger MetaFilter community.  
The slogan on the graphical MetaTalk header reads “feature requests, bugs etc.,” but the 
discussions that take place on the site go far beyond simple administrative issues. 
MetaTalk serves as the nerve center of the community, a place where members organize 
“real world” meet-ups with other members of the site, draw attention to members’ 
successes (both on and off the site), criticize one another for bad behavior on the site, and 
debate the policies that moderators use to govern the site. Because my research explores 
the ways in which members of online communities use rhetoric to establish and maintain 
their own ethos and the collective ethos of their communities, this study focuses 
exclusively on MetaTalk, where the most active members of the MetaFilter community 
deliberate and reflect upon the community itself. A more detailed description of 
MetaFilter, its history, and previous academic research conducted on the site can be 
found in Chapter 4. 
Research Questions 
My study of MetaTalk addresses three broad research questions:  
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RQ1: How often, and under what circumstances, do members of online 
communities make ethos-based appeals, and what rhetorical strategies do they use 
to invoke ethos?  
If, as I argued in Chapters 2, individual ethos is a key ingredient of successful 
online communication, then rhetoricians need a framework for understanding how 
denizens of online communities establish their ethos and invoke that ethos in specific 
communications. Building on my claim that online communication relies more heavily 
upon Aristotelian “text-based” ethos than does traditional communication, I posit that 
digital texts possess unique features that allow rhetors to build and demonstrate their 
ethos. A close examination of one community’s virtual conversations can illuminate these 
features and provide the foundation for a typology of digital ethotic appeals. 
RQ2: How do members of online communities assess the credibility of their 
interlocutors (the other members of the community)? 
My second research question builds upon the first by examining the receiving end 
of specific communicative acts. If digital rhetors regularly make ethos-based appeals, we 
need to better understand how those appeals are perceived by the audience, i.e., the other 
members of the online community. Although analyzing online conversations may reveal 
a partial answer to this question, the best way to assess the perceptions of virtual denizens 
is to gather their reflections on the process of communicating online and ask them to 
describe their methods for determining credibility and authority among other members of 
the community.  
RQ3: How do online communities develop and sustain a collective ethos over 
time?  
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Research questions 1 and 2 focus on individual ethos, but any exploration of ethos 
in online communities should not ignore the cumulative results of thousands of individual 
rhetorical acts: a collective ethos that distinguishes one online community from another, 
establishes a community’s identity, and provides the foundation upon which that 
community governs itself and enforces its norms and values. A thick description of one 
community’s collective ethos can show how “gathering places” are formed online and 
serve as a model for exploring other online communities. My third research question is 
designed to demonstrate that online communities have strong collective identities on par 
with traditional communities, and that virtual denizens are as invested in their 
communities as are traditional citizens of any physical community.  
Methods for Data Collection and Analysis  
My desire to thoroughly and accurately depict the MetaFilter community prompted me to 
employ a variety of research methods throughout this study. Here, I describe the 
processes I used to collect and analyze four types of data: (1) statistical information from 
the MetaFilter Infodump, (2) archived MetaTalk threads, (3) survey responses, and (4) 
interviews with the community’s moderators.  
MetaFilter Infodump 
MetaFilter’s moderators make publicly available a massive data set containing numerical 
summaries of every post, comment, and user on the site.1 This 600MB data set, known as 
the “Infodump,” contains 23 tab-delimited text files that collectively contain more than 
16.6 million rows of data. Various members of the site have conducted statistical 
                                                 
1 http://stuff.metafilter.com/infodump/ 
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analyses of the data in the Infodump,2 and the Infodump is a topic of frequent discussion 
on MetaTalk.3 Although this study is not primarily quantitative in nature, information 
from the Infodump proved valuable in focusing my attention on some key issues in the 
community and confirming the findings of my rhetorical analysis. For instance, the 
summaries of the moderators’ level of participation in MetaTalk threads (discussed in 
Chapter 4) help introduce and frame my analysis of specific threads; they also serve to 
triangulate my analysis, offering quantitative support to qualitative conclusions. 
 I used the following procedures to analyze data in the Infodump: 
1. I downloaded and unzipped the Infodump, which produced 23 files in tab-
delimited .txt format. These files do not contain the content of MetaFilter posts 
and comments; rather, they contain metadata about each post and comment, 
including timestamps, user IDs, number of comments, etc.  
2. Using scripts developed by MetaFilter member FishBike,4 I imported these 23 
files into a MySQL database running locally on my computer. I used this MySQL 
database primarily to calculate comparative summaries among the main sections 
of MetaFilter.  
3. Because this study focuses specifically on MetaTalk, I imported seven of the 23 
Infodump files into a FileMaker Pro database running locally on my computer. 
These seven files contained data related to MetaTalk and the members of 
MetaFilter. A list of the files I used and did not use can be found in Appendix A.  
                                                 
2 http://mssv.net/wiki/index.php/Infodump 
3 See, for example: (1) http://metatalk.metafilter.com/15658, (2) 
http://metatalk.metafilter.com/18085, and (3) http://metatalk.metafilter.com/18563 
4 http://sites.google.com/site/fishbikeonmefi/infodump-stuff/ 
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4. Because MetaTalk has changed over time, analysis of the entire Infodump 
produces results that no longer reflect the way that MetaTalk functions today. 
Although this historical analysis of MetaTalk is fascinating, my study seeks to 
produce a snapshot of what MetaTalk looked like in 2009. Hence, I eliminated all 
posts written before January 1, 2009 and after December 31, 2009. Likewise, I 
eliminated all comments not connected with posts made in 2009.5  
5. Using FileMaker Pro, I queried the database to calculate a variety of data points, 
including levels of user participation, average number of posts and comments per 
user, average length of comments, levels of moderator participations, etc. 
6. I then imported these totals and averages into Microsoft Excel, in order to create 
charts and graphs. 
To reiterate a point I have previously made, I am not a statistician, nor do I consider 
this a quantitative study. Other members of the MetaFilter community have conducted far 
more robust statistical research using the data in the Infodump, and I benefitted greatly 
from their analysis. With that caveat in mind, I believe that my use of quantitative data 
complements the findings of my qualitative analysis.  
Archived MetaTalk Threads 
The first of my two textual data sets consists of discussion threads from the MetaTalk 
website. Any member of MetaFilter can create a new post on MetaTalk, and all members 
of the community are eligible to comment on posts. Posts remain “open” for new 
comments for 30 days, with one exception (posts about MetaFilter meet-ups remain open 
                                                 
5 Some posts made at the end of 2009 remained open through February 2010, and comments on 
these posts remained in my data set. 
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for six months, to allow users to carry on follow-up discussions and post links to 
photographs of the events). The moderators occasionally “close” posts prematurely (e.g., 
bug reports that are quickly fixed) or even delete them (e.g., posts that clearly violate site 
policies), but the vast majority of posts come to a natural conclusion as members of the 
site move from one discussion to the next.  
Studying MetaTalk poses at least two significant challenges for researchers 
interested in discourse and rhetoric. First, the sheer volume of textual data on the site is 
overwhelming. Although some posts receive only a handful of comments, many others 
receive hundreds (sometimes even thousands) of comments. Second, by its very nature, 
MetaTalk is a moving target, a community constantly in flux. As the membership of the 
site changes, so, too, do its norms and policies. To cope with these two challenges, I have 
focused my analysis on a stable sample of data, consisting of archived threads that 
represent the site as it existed in early 2009.  
 I used the following procedures to collect, code, and analyze archived MetaTalk 
threads: 
1. In order to avoid the problem of collecting a discussion while it was still 
underway, I excluded all threads that were still “open.” Because I designed this 
study during the summer of 2009, and because my research plan had to be 
approved by my university’s institutional review board before I could begin 
collecting data, I targeted the MetaTalk threads that had recently closed at the 
time I designed the study. Hence, my initial data set for this portion of the study 
consists of the 511 MetaTalk discussion threads conducted between January 1, 
2009 (thread #17171), and April 30, 2009 (thread #17681).  
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2. To collect these 511 threads, I used an AppleScript program that automatically 
downloaded each thread in .webarchive format, an encapsulated webpage format 
which preserves the HTML functionality and visual layout of the webpage. These 
.webarchive files can be opened offline using the Safari web browser on any Mac 
OS computer. This method ensured that my data set for this study would remain 
stable, regardless of whether the discussion threads continued to be available on 
the MetaFilter website.  
3. The 511 discussion threads I downloaded contained 122,400 comments and 
2,318,130 words. Although my study uses a limited number of quantitative 
measures to describe the online conversations on MetaTalk, I rely primarily on 
qualitative methods for analyzing textual data. Given the scope of this project, I 
reduced the size of the initial data set using a combination of random and 
purposeful sampling methods, or what Matthew B. Miles and A. Michael 
Huberman call combination sampling (28).  
4. To winnow the data, I reviewed the first two dozen threads, looking for criteria I 
could use to eliminate some threads from the data set. Each MetaTalk post is 
categorized by its creator into one of six predefined categories. My initial data set 
contained the following number of posts in each category:6  
 Bugs: 52 
 Feature Requests: 65 
 Etiquette/Policy: 94 
                                                 
6 These numbers do not add up to 511, because eight of the posts were placed in other categories 
by the moderators. These categories are not available to the general membership of the site. 
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 Uptime: 4 
 MetaFilter-Related: 191 
 MetaFilter Gatherings: 97 
5. My initial review of the small sample confirmed what I knew as a longtime reader 
of the website: posts in the Feature Requests, Etiquette/Policy, and MetaFilter-
Related categories were most likely to contain in-depth discussions and most 
likely to illuminate ethos at work in the community. Hence, I eliminated all other 
threads from the limited data set, leaving 285 threads.  
6. To further reduce the sample, I used a random-number generator to select 70 
threads for coding and close analysis. (The list of these threads, including their 
titles and numerical IDs, can be found in Appendix B.) These 70 threads 
constituted my final data set of MetaTalk threads. 
7. I attempted to code these threads using Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis 
software program for Windows. However, Atlas.ti’s support for PDF files was 
inadequate for many of the lengthy MetaTalk threads in my sample. Other 
qualitative data analysis programs (e.g., Qualrus, HyperResearch, NVivo) proved 
similarly unable to parse HTML and PDF files. After weeks of experimenting 
with various electronic solutions to the problems described above, I resorted to a 
decidedly low-tech approach: I printed the 70 MetaTalk threads in my final 
sample. To conserve paper, I reformatted the .webarchive files using a customized 
print style sheet that drastically reduced the font size and line spacing. Even so, 
the printed data set consisted of approximately 750 pages. 
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8. Following Ann Lewins and Christina Silver’s description of Grounded Theory as 
a coding method, I read through each of the 70 MetaTalk threads in sequence, 
from oldest to newest, highlighting and coding the threads using colored tabs. My 
initial coding scheme followed two general patterns: 
 I categorized each thread according to its primary function: (A) intense 
discussion or debate, (B) in-jokes and community building, or (C) 
administrative requests. 
 Within the threads themselves, I flagged comments for three reasons: (A) 
they demonstrated ethotic appeals, (B) they effectively employed humor to 
steer the discussion, or (C) they raised questions that required further 
investigation on the MetaFilter website. 
9. Following my initial coding of the data, I returned to several threads that 
contained a high ratio of flags to comments. These threads became the basis for 
much of my exploration in Chapter 4.  
Survey Responses 
The second of my two primary data sets consists of responses to an online survey by 
members of the MetaFilter community. Because my second research question 
investigates the strategies used by members of online communities to assess ethos in 
other members of their communities, it became essential to gather narrative data directly 
from the members of MetaFilter. Following Jane M. Perkins and Nancy Blyler, who 
argue that soliciting narratives from research subjects can help us better understand 
cultures (6), I designed the survey to elicit stories from MetaFilter members about their 
experiences in the community and their interactions with other members of the 
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community. The survey asked respondents to (1) reflect upon their reasons for becoming 
and remaining a member of the community, (2) identify their own strategies for 
determining whether (and when) to trust other members of the community, and (3) 
identify other members of the community whom they consider to be highly credible and 
explain why they judge these members to be so. 
 I used the following procedures to create, administer, and analyze data from the 
survey instrument:  
1. I drafted an initial version of the survey and asked several pilot test subjects, 
including MetaFilter’s moderators and members of my academic department, to 
take the survey and offer suggestions for improvement.  
2. The final survey contained 19 questions, subdivided into four sections:  
 MetaFilter Background: This section asked members to provide 
quantitative responses about when they joined MetaFilter and how many 
contributions they had made to the site since joining.  
 Establishing Credibility on MetaFilter: This section asked members to 
provide free-form narrative responses about their first experiences posting 
to the site, their experiences with being misunderstood by other members 
of the community, and the strategies they use for assessing the credibility 
of other members of the community. 
 MetaTalk: This section asked members to describe the differences 
between MetaTalk and other sections of the MetaFilter website, and to 
reflect upon their experiences with moderation and community 
deliberation in MetaTalk. 
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 Demographics: This section asked respondents to provide voluntary data 
about their gender, age, and country of residence. It also asked 
respondents to indicate their preferences for anonymity and their 
willingness to participate in follow-up interviews.  
A complete copy of the survey is included in Appendix D.  
3. Once the survey questions were finalized and approved by the institutional review 
board, I created an online survey instrument using LimeSurvey, an open-source 
application widely used in academic research.7 LimeSurvey allows respondents to 
complete the survey at their own pace and save survey responses for completion 
at a later date.  
4. I introduced the survey to the MetaFilter community on MetaTalk itself, on 
October 20, 2009. My letter of introduction to the MetaFilter community, as well 
as a link to the discussion thread that ensued, can be found in Appendix E. 
5. In order to give members of the community adequate time to respond to the 
survey, I left the survey open for one month after I introduced it. At this point, 
461 members had viewed the survey and 220 had completed the survey and 
submitted their responses. Eighteen of these responses were eliminated from the 
data set due to incompleteness or technical errors, leaving 202 completed surveys 
in the data set.  
6.  I extracted the survey data from LimeSurvey in a variety of formats: Quantitative 
data was saved in Microsoft Excel format; narrative responses were downloaded 
                                                 
7 http://www.limesurvey.org 
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in Microsoft Word format; and LimeSurvey’s built-in analysis tools were used to 
calculate averages and standard deviations on some quantitative responses. 
Quantitative survey results can be found in Appendix F.  
7. Following similar procedures described in the “Archived MetaTalk Threads” 
section above, I formatted and printed all narrative responses. The narrative 
responses totaled 136,153 words, or 219 pages of nine-point single-spaced text. 
8. Once again using grounded theory to code the narrative survey responses, I read 
through the data set, highlighting and flagging recurring themes and phrases. I 
also used Atlas.ti’s “Word Cruncher” feature to identify and count frequency of 
usernames and descriptive terms in these narrative responses. 
9. My initial pass through the data led me to focus on just a few questions in the 
survey. My analysis of the responses to these questions is developed in detail in 
Chapter 4.  
Interviews with Moderators 
When I designed this study, I included a question at the end of the online survey asking 
respondents to volunteer for further participation in the study via individual interviews. I 
also planned to contact individuals who were frequently mentioned as “credible” by 
survey respondents and invite them to be interviewed. However, I did not anticipate such 
a high response rate, nor the accompanying deluge of narrative data from members of the 
community.  
As a result, although 132 survey respondents volunteered to participate in follow-
up interviews, I limited my interviews to the three primary moderators of the site. This 
group interview took place via Skype (internet-based audio conferencing) and was 
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designed to be intentionally free-form in nature. During this interview, I shared some of 
my findings from the MetaFilter Infodump and the online survey, then asked the 
moderators to respond to my findings. In some cases, the moderators’ responses served to 
confirm my findings, and in other cases their responses’ challenged or complicated my 
conclusions. After the interview, I contacted the moderators via email to ask follow-up 
questions and to confirm additional statistical calculations. All quotes from the interview 
and the follow-up email messages are clearly identified as such in Chapter 4. 
Ethical Considerations 
I first encountered MetaFilter in 2000, and I began reading it regularly in 2001. I became 
a member of MetaFilter in 2002 (username: lewistate), and while I have never 
participated actively in discussions on the site, I have been a steady “lurker” for more 
than nine years. During that time, I have grown to respect the site’s moderators and many 
other members of the community. Although I have diligently attempted to remain 
objective during this study, I must acknowledge that my personal feelings about 
MetaFilter and its members have undoubtedly influenced my analysis. Throughout the 
study, I have disclosed my previous history with the site and attempted to remain 
transparent about my research objectives and methods.  
This study was approved by the Iowa State University Institutional Review Board 
on September 17, 2009. I obtained informed consent to conduct this study from Matt 
Haughey, MetaFilter’s owner, on October 19, 2009, and I obtained informed consent 
from every respondent to the survey and every interview subject. All other data included 
in the study (e.g., archived MetaTalk threads and data in the Infodump) is publicly 
available.  
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Conclusion 
In this chapter, I examined some of the unique problems researchers face when studying 
internet texts and online communities, and I argued that researchers who desire to depict 
online phenomena accurately and fairly would be best served by employing a mixed-
methods approach. I then described the four types of data I collected for this study and 
the methods I used to analyze each type. Finally, I disclosed my previous involvement 
with my research site and addressed some related ethical issues. The following two 
chapters are dedicated to presenting the results of the study and discussing the 
implications of this study for researchers of other online communities.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE CASE OF METATALK  
 The first three chapters of this dissertation reviewed relevant research on online 
communities, explored the rhetorical concept of ethos, and outlined the methods by 
which I conducted the study that lies at the center of this dissertation. In doing so, I have 
established a framework for exploring online communities through the lens of rhetoric 
and have demonstrated the value of examining these communities in close detail using a 
mixed-methods approach. In this chapter, I turn my attention to one such case: MetaTalk, 
a subsection of the community weblog MetaFilter. After describing the history of the site 
and reviewing previous scholarly research that uses data from the site, I present the 
findings for each of my research questions in detail, drawing upon archived discussion 
threads, survey responses by MetaFilter members, interviews with the community’s 
moderators, and publicly available metadata about the site. 
Description of Research Site 
As I discussed in Chapter 1, online communities can take many forms and employ a 
variety of technologies; some exist as email listservs, others conduct their community 
discussions using forum or bulletin-board software. At first glance, MetaFilter looks like 
an online forum or small-scale social network, but the site identifies itself as a 
“community weblog,” and its history and evolution are tied closely to the blogging 
movement of the past decade. Even as the site has expanded to include decidedly non-
blog features, such as favorites, social links to other users, and personalized RSS feeds, it 
has retained its self-described identity as a weblog. Hence, it makes sense to discuss 
MetaFilter in the context of blogs and blogging.  
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The Origins and Evolution of the Weblog  
In just over a decade, weblogging has moved from obscurity to ubiquity. Once the 
playground of technophiles and e-diarists, weblogs are now at the center of political, 
social, and academic conversations. Mainstream media sources now regularly use the 
terms weblog, blog, and blogger without providing any context or definitions, and 
scholars have used blogs as both sites of academic inquiry and venues for publishing and 
reviewing research. No one is certain how many blogs exist, but as of December 2008, 
blog search engine Technorati reported that it was tracking 133 million blogs (Winn). 
Although the company no longer releases specific tracking data, the number of blogs in 
existence today is presumably even higher. 
 In its simplest form, a weblog is a type of website comprised of individual entries 
(or “posts”), arranged in reverse chronological order (i.e., the most recent content appears 
at the top). The website may be generated by a content management system (e.g., 
Blogger, WordPress, Movable Type, Tumblr) or coded by hand, may be intensely 
personal or focused on a professional subject, may consist purely of text or include 
pictures, audio, and video, but these two features—discrete posts and reversed 
chronology—separate weblogs from other types of websites. The originator of the term 
weblog is widely recognized as Jorn Barger, who first used the term on his website, 
Robot Wisdom, in December 1997. Barger described a weblog as “a webpage where a 
weblogger ‘logs’ all the other webpages she finds interesting” (Blood, “History and 
Perspective”; Safire; Turnbull). Indeed, this is exactly what Barger and other early 
bloggers did; many early weblogs consisted of nothing more than a list of links to other 
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websites. Peter Merholz, a longtime blogger, is credited with shortening the term weblog 
to blog in May 1999 (Blood, “History and Perspective”).  
 Bloggers and academics alike have made attempts to classify the blogosphere, or 
the shared intellectual space inhabited by bloggers, into a set of categories or genres, but 
such attempts have generally proven futile; as Blood observes, “The weblog is infinitely 
malleable and may be adapted to almost any end” (Weblog Handbook 8). Indeed, the 
contemporary blogosphere includes blogs on every imaginable topic, written by bloggers 
of all ages, genders, nationalities, and languages. The weblog, a format that did not exist 
fifteen years ago, has entered public life so rapidly and with such force that it is difficult 
to imagine a future in which blogs cease to exist. Ten years ago, however, it was much 
more difficult to make predictions about the significance and staying power of blogs. It 
was in this environment that a new kind of weblog emerged.    
History of MetaFilter 
In July 1999, Matt Haughey, a web designer at UCLA, launched MetaFilter, one of the 
internet’s first collaboratively authored weblogs. The basic premise of the site was 
remarkably simple: MetaFilter would be a place where Haughey and his friends could 
share links to interesting websites and then discuss them with one another. This type of 
online communication was hardly new—email listservs and electronic bulletin board 
systems (BBSes) had been around for more than two decades—but the weblog was 
quickly becoming the de rigueur format for technophiles and early adopters. However, 
early weblogs had their limitations; for instance, few blogs had comment systems, which 
made it difficult for bloggers to track responses to their posts and comment on others’ 
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posts. MetaFilter filled that gap by providing a central gathering place where bloggers 
could interact with one another and keep tabs on the rapidly expanding blogosphere.  
Archived versions of MetaFilter from 1999 suggest that the site began as an 
ongoing experiment in blogging, not a polished commercial enterprise. On one early 
“About Metafilter” [sic] page, Haughey explained the unfinished nature of the site and 
warned participants about its shortcomings:  
Metafilter [sic] is a weblog that anyone can contribute a link or a comment to. It’s 
still being built, and will be finished soon. I have a pile of additions I’m slaving 
away on, including categories, filtering, tutorials, and such. 
 In the meantime, I’m adding a couple links a day to set the tone and to test 
everything out. If you want, you can add links or comments, but I can’t guarantee 
it will be around forever (I might accidentally delete database fields).8 
The first posts to the site were authored primarily by Haughey and a few friends (the July 
1999 archive contains 26 posts by Haughey and six posts by other members), and these 
early posts skewed heavily toward technology-related topics. Haughey and his coauthors 
were doing was the site’s title suggested: if individual blogs were filters of one person’s 
web surfing, this new site would be a collective filter—a meta-filter. Early on, the 
nascent community emphasized linking to interesting sites more than it did discussing 
those sites (the majority of posts in July 1999 received no comments at all, and those 
posts that did receive comments typically received only one or two), and a casual 
observer of these early posts might conclude that MetaFilter was destined for obscurity. 
                                                 
8 http://web.archive.org/web/19991013062127/metafilter.com/about.cfm 
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In the intervening years, however, MetaFilter has become one of the most heavily 
trafficked and widely cited blogs on the internet. Nearly 47,000 users have created 
accounts on the site, which now features several subsites that collectively serve more than 
18 million pages to 9 million different visitors each month.9 Today, the “About 
Metafilter” [sic] page describes the site more succinctly:  
Metafilter is a weblog … that anyone can contribute a link or a comment to. A 
typical weblog is one person posting their thoughts on the unique things they find 
on the web. This website exists to break down the barriers between people, to 
extend a weblog beyond just one person, and to foster discussion among its 
members.10  
These intentionally loose guidelines have created an environment that fosters posts and 
discussions on almost any topic imaginable, from mainstream politics and entertainment 
to the obscure and arcane interests of individual members of the site. In 2009, 2,295 
distinct users created 10,051 new posts, and these posts collectively received 486,929 
comments from 9,019 distinct users. One subsite, Ask MetaFilter, featured more than 
three times that many posts, from nearly four times as many users. Table 4.1 contains 
similar figures for the three primary sections of MetaFilter. 
The rapid growth in the number of users, posts, and comments tells only part of 
the story of MetaFilter’s evolution as a community, but these figures make it obvious that 
the site has changed dramatically during the ten years of its existence. No longer just a 
site for Haughey and his friends to share links to interesting websites, MetaFilter has  
                                                 
9 Matt Haughey, personal correspondence. 
10 http://www.metafilter.com/about.mefi 
72 
Table 4.1 — Posts, Comments, and Unique Users by Subsection, 2009 
Section No. of Posts No. of unique 
posters 
No. of 
comments 
No. of unique 
commenters 
MetaFilter 10,051 2,295 486,929 9,019 
Ask MetaFilter 31,512 8,500 434,466 12,219 
MetaTalk 1,474 813 122,459 3,906 
All Sections 
Combined 
43,037 9,337 1,043,854 14,861 
 
become a vast community of online interlocutors, and it has done so while maintaining its 
reputation with members and outsiders alike. Time magazine, which named MetaFilter 
one of the 25 best blogs of 2009, described the site as “a ludicrously diverse encyclopedia 
of surprisingly useful and shockingly useless knowledge” (McNichol), and TechRadar 
UK noted that “MetaFilter members … consistently rise to the challenge of posting things 
that are ‘interesting or enlightening,’ and peer pressure of the best kind—that is, pressure 
to make posts as interesting as possible—means that every day, it’s a banquet for the 
brain” (Marshall). MetaFilter members often use a simple metric to evaluate posts, asking 
if a post qualifies as “the best of the web,”11 and the years I have spent reading MetaFilter 
indicate that most members of the site take seriously their responsibility to uphold the 
site’s reputation as a place that values interesting content and informed discussion. In 
fact, one subsection of the site, MetaTalk, which is the focus of my research, exists 
primarily as a venue for the community to discuss its standards and reinforce its norms 
and practices. I will describe MetaTalk in greater detail throughout this chapter; however, 
                                                 
11 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/19057/Best-of-the-web 
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a brief review of previous research on MetaFilter, followed by an exploration of the 
terminology used by members of MetaFilter, will prove helpful in the discussion that 
follows. 
Previous Research on MetaFilter 
MetaFilter’s size and longevity, combined with the moderators’ willingness to share data 
about the site, have made the community an attractive venue for researchers in a variety 
of disciplines. My search for previously published research on MetaFilter yielded four 
results.  
In 2005, Noor Ali-Hasan, a graduate student at the University of Michigan School 
of Information, self-published an analysis of MetaFilter that explores various social 
aspects of the online community. Ali-Hasan concludes by arguing that Wenger’s notion 
of communities of practice can be applied to online communities like MetaFilter. Later in 
2005, Paul Lawton, a graduate student at the University of Lethbridge, wrote a master’s 
thesis entitled “Capital and Stratification within Virtual Community: A Case Study of 
Metafilter.com.” Lawton’s study, which draws upon Pierre Bordieu’s notion of capital, 
traces the various methods by which members of MetaFilter earn economic, cultural, and 
social capital, and proposes an addition to Bordieu’s scheme: virtual capital, which 
“involves activities that are valued only within the context of Metafilter’s online social 
setting” [sic] (113). Referencing the work of John Hagel and Arthur G. Armstrong, 
Lawton suggests that MetaFilter is a successful “community of interest” and that the site 
supports several “sub-communities of interest,” composed of members who participate in 
threads focused on a specific set of topics.  
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 More recently, two empirical studies of MetaFilter have been published in 
journals in the field of information systems. A 2008 article by Leiser Silva, Lakshmi 
Goel, and Elham Mousavidin uses communities of practice as a theoretical lens to 
discover the factors that produce “cohesion” within online communities. Silva, Goel, and 
Mousavidin analyze 38 threads from MetaFilter’s first year (1999) and conclude that 
cohesion within the MetaFilter community is produced by six factors: “(a) explicit 
ground rules regarding membership, (b) presence of moderators, (c) availability of profile 
information, (d) ‘net etiquette,’ (e) tacit warrants for discerning pertinent posts, and (f) 
the deployment of specific techniques of discipline” (55). A 2010 article by Lauren F. 
Sessions draws upon Robert Putnam’s concepts of bonding and bridging social capital to 
analyze the effect of MetaFilter’s offline “meetups” on the community. Sessions analyzes 
all “MetaFilter Gathering” threads from MetaTalk and concludes that users who attend 
meetups become more engaged with the community, especially with other members of 
the community who also attend meetups. 
 Although the four studies cited here demonstrate the validity of researching online 
communities, and MetaFilter in particular, none of them is grounded in rhetoric nor 
focuses on the use of language on MetaFilter. However, as researchers from various 
disciplines focus their attention on a community like MetaFilter, common themes (e.g., 
communities of practice, cultural capital) begin to emerge, and because all researchers 
have access to the same data set, new studies can confirm or refute previous research. 
Over time, a nuanced and multilayered understanding of MetaFilter will emerge, and the 
work done on this community can be profitably applied to the study of other online 
communities.     
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How MetaFilter Functions 
All communities employ specialized terminology to some degree, but online 
communities tend to develop especially rich vocabularies for describing technical 
features of the site and patterns for interaction among members of the community. My 
discussion and analysis of MetaTalk relies on an understanding of the following terms 
and concepts: 
 Sections of the site. Originally, all discussions on MetaFilter took place on a 
single site: MetaFilter.com. However, over the past ten years, Matt Haughey has 
added several subsites, and at the time of this study, MetaFilter consisted of six 
sections: MetaFilter (created in July 1999 and located at metafilter.com; 
abbreviated as “MeFi” and often referred to as “the blue,” because of the site’s 
background color), MetaTalk (created in March 2000 and located at 
metatalk.metafilter.com; abbreviated as “MeTa” and often referred to as “the 
gray”), Ask MetaFilter (created in December 2003 and located at 
ask.metafilter.com; abbreviated as “AskMe” or “Ask MeFi” and often referred to 
as “the green”), MeFi Projects (created in November 2005 and located at 
projects.metafilter.com), MeFi Music (created in June 2006 and located at 
music.metafilter.com), and MeFi Jobs (created in August 2006 and located at 
jobs.metafilter.com).12 Each of these subsites has its own purpose and its own 
guidelines, though all of the subsites fall under the MetaFilter umbrella and are 
managed and moderated by the same individuals. 
                                                 
12 http://mssv.net/wiki/index.php/Timeline 
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 Moderators. Matt Haughey (username mathowie) is the owner of MetaFilter and 
its original moderator. As the site has grown, Haughey has given moderator 
privileges to four other members of the site: Jessamyn West (username jessamyn; 
assumed moderator responsibilities in January 2005), Josh Millard (username 
cortex; assumed moderator responsibilities in February 2007), Paul Bausch 
username pb; assumed moderator responsibilities in May 2007), and Ricardo 
Vacapinta (username vacapinta; assumed moderator responsibilities in May 
2008).13 Although all five moderators oversee all sections of the site, pb primarily 
handles technical issues and vacapinta, who lives in London, primarily acts as a 
moderator during the hours when the U.S.-based moderators are sleeping. The 
remaining three moderators—mathowie, jessamyn, and cortex—deal with the 
vast majority of issues requiring intervention by a moderator.14 Collectively, the 
moderators are sometimes referred to as “the mods” or “the admins.” 
 Posts, threads, and comments. When a member of the site wants to share a link 
(or links) with the community, the member creates a new post, sometimes referred 
to as a “front-page post” or “FPP.” Posts are organized in reverse chronological 
order on the homepage, with the newest post at the top (see Figure 4.1). Other 
members click on a post to add their own comments to the discussion. Comments 
are listed in chronological order, with the newest comment at the bottom of the 
page, and comments are non-hierarchical and non-threaded. Each post and the 
comments associated with that post are archived on a single page, regardless of  
                                                 
13 http://faq.metafilter.com 
14 Interview with moderators. 
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Figure 4.1 — MetaFilter homepage, as it appears to logged-in users. 
how many comments the post generates. Collectively, a post and the comments 
associated with it constitute a thread (see Figure 4.2). MetaFilter discussion 
threads are entirely text-based (i.e., members of the community cannot display 
images or videos in their posts or comments, and comments are not accompanied 
by graphical avatars next to the members’ usernames). Although the terms “post” 
and “thread” are sometimes used interchangeably on MetaFilter, to avoid 
potential confusion, I will use them as described here. 
 Membership. MetaFilter’s membership is constantly growing, but as of March 
2010, there were 46,836 member accounts in the MetaFilter database. Anyone can 
join MetaFilter; however, as of November 2004, new users must pay $5 to create 
an account. New members of the site may comment on posts and answer  
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Figure 4.2 — A MetaFilter thread, as it appears to logged-in users. 
questions immediately, but they must wait one week before they are allowed to 
create a post or ask a question. Members of the site are sometimes referred to as 
“MeFites.” 
 Usernames and usernumbers. Each new member who creates an account selects 
a username that is displayed below each post and comment made by that user. In 
addition, each member is assigned a usernumber. Usernumbers are assigned 
sequentially, so members who joined the site a long time ago have lower 
usernumbers and new members have higher usernumbers. Members are almost 
always addressed by their usernames; however, usernumbers are visible in the 
URL for each user’s profile page and in the browser status bar when hovering 
over a username. 
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 Favorites. Members who are logged in can mark posts and comments as 
favorites; this action is known as “favoriting” a post or comment. Some members 
use the favoriting function to express agreement with a post or comment or to 
praise the author of a post or comment; others use the system to bookmark posts 
or comments for later retrieval.15 Members can customize the display of the site to 
(a) show whether a post or comment has favorites, (b) show the number of 
favorites for each post and comment, or (c) hide all information about favorites. 
 Flags. Members who are logged in can flag posts or comments to draw the 
moderators’ attention to them. Flags can be used to identify “fantastic” posts or 
comments, to report technical problems with posts or comments, or to report 
offensive, off-topic, or guideline-violating posts or comments. The site’s 
moderators can see how many times (and why) a post or comment has been 
flagged, but these data are not visible to the site’s general membership. 
An Overview of MetaTalk 
At first glance, the only difference between MetaTalk and the other sections of MetaFilter 
is the background color of the site. Posts and comments function in the same fashion on 
MetaFilter as they do elsewhere on the site (see Figure 4.3), and all members of 
MetaFilter are eligible to participate in MetaTalk threads. However, the focus of 
MetaTalk discussions sets it apart as unique within the MetaFilter community and rare 
among other online communities. Shortly after he launched MetaFilter, Matt Haughey  
                                                 
15 This is a drastic simplification of the favoriting system, the function and purpose of which have 
generated MetaTalk threads with thousands of comments (see, for example, 
http://metatalk.metafilter.com/18396 and http://metatalk.metafilter.com/18494). Suffice it to say 
that the use of favorites is a highly contested topic among MetaFilter members. 
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Figure 4.3 — MetaTalk homepage, as it appears to logged-in users. 
noticed that discussions about the site itself—requests for technical features, bug reports, 
questions about community policies—were detracting from the original focus of the site, 
which was to share links to interesting things on other websites.16 In response to this 
trend, Haughey created MetaTalk in March 2000, when MetaFilter was just eight months 
old. This new forum, located at a subdomain of metafilter.com (metatalk.metafilter.com), 
provided a dedicated space for MetaFilter members to discuss the inner-workings of their 
community, and for more than ten years, it has served as the primary venue for 
establishing community norms, debating site policies, and governing community action. 
                                                 
16 Interview with moderators. 
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In short, it is a community of practice whose practice is talking, a community of interest 
whose primary interest is the community itself.  
Although MetaFilter has nearly 47,000 members, only a portion of these members 
contribute to the site on a regular basis. In 2009, 19.26% (n = 9,019) of the site’s 
membership participated in a MetaFilter discussion thread. A slightly higher percentage 
of members, 26.09% (n = 12,219), participated in an Ask MetaFilter thread. MetaTalk 
stands in contrast to the two other primary sections of the site; in 2009, only 8.34% (n = 
3,906) of MetaFilter members participated in a MetaTalk thread. Figure 4.4 illustrates the 
stark difference between participation on MetaTalk and the two other main sections of 
the site.    
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Figure 4.4 — User participation by subsite for 2009. (The figures in the 
“MetaFilter,” “Ask MetaFilter,” and “MetaTalk” columns do not add up to the 
figures in the “All Sections Combined” columns because many MetaFilter users 
participate in more than one section of the site.) 
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Even within this smaller group of members who participate in MetaTalk threads, 
there is a wide range in the level of posting activity. Of the 3,906 members who 
participated in a MetaTalk thread in 2009, 23.84% (n = 931) posted only one comment 
during the entire year. On the other end of the spectrum, 6.45% (n = 252) of those who 
participated in MetaTalk made more than 100 comments each during 2009. These 252 
members made 76,347 comments, or 62.34% of all MetaTalk comments that year. Figure 
4.5 illustrates the “long tail” of MetaTalk participation, and a much larger chart would 
show not only the sharp drop in participation levels, but also the steady decline at the end 
of the “tail,” where an increasing number of users make a decreasing number of 
comments.17  
When we consider these figures in light of the total membership of MetaFilter  
(n = 46,836), or even the number of active members in 2009 (N = 14,861) it becomes 
clear what a rarefied place MetaTalk is: 0.54% of the community’s membership (or 
1.70% of its active members) generate more than 60% of the discussions about the way 
the community functions. Although these percentages may seem shockingly low, they 
make perfect sense if we return to my argument in Chapter 1 that online communities are 
merely another type of community and should be studied as such. To draw an analogy 
with a “traditional” geographic community, MetaTalk can be viewed as a type of ongoing 
city council meeting, where a handful of officials (i.e., the moderators) and a small group 
of concerned citizens (i.e., members who monitor and participate in MetaTalk threads)  
 
                                                 
17 For an introduction to the “long tail” phenomenon, see Anderson.  
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deliberate and determine the laws and ordinances (i.e., site policies) that will govern the 
actions of the entire city (i.e., the general membership of MetaFilter).  
To further extend this analogy, it should come as no surprise that a council 
meeting focused on a prominent citizen’s ethical misbehavior would draw greater 
attendance and generate longer and more heated discussions among citizens than would a 
meeting focused on modifying building codes. Likewise, the issues discussed on 
MetaTalk vary wildly, and so do the characteristics of the threads associated with each 
issue. Although the slogan in MetaTalk’s graphical header reads “feature requests, bugs 
etc.,” MetaTalk is not just a space for members to discuss technical issues; in fact, posts 
on these topics account for less than 20% of the total posts on the site. MetaTalk is 
dominated by discussions in three other categories (MetaFilter-Related, MetaFilter 
Gatherings, and Etiquette/Policy), which account for almost 80% of all MetaTalk posts in 
2009. Figure 4.6 illustrates the breakdown of MetaTalk posts by category. Regardless of 
its original purpose, MetaTalk has clearly become a venue for discussing social issues 
first and technical issues second. 
 On average, MetaTalk threads contain 83.04 comments, though some types of 
threads tend to generate far fewer or far more comments. As Figure 4.7 illustrates, an 
average thread in the Etiquette/Policy category contains nearly double the number of 
comments found in an average MetaTalk thread, and no other category comes close to 
producing threads with comparable comment counts. At the opposite end of the spectrum  
are posts in the Bugs category, which contain less than a quarter of the number of 
comments found in an average MetaTalk thread. My analysis of these threads suggests 
three possible reasons for the large variance in number of comments among different  
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Bugs: 110 
(7.47%) 
Feature Requests: 
177 
(12.02%) 
Etiquette/Policy: 269 
(18.26%) 
Uptime: 7 
(1.22%) 
MetaFilter-Related: 
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(38.56%) 
MetaFilter 
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MeFi Podcast: 18 
 (1.22%) 
 
Figure 4.6 — 2009 MetaTalk posts by category. (Total posts: 1,474.) 
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Figure 4.7 — Average number of comments per thread for each MetaTalk category. 
(Note: This chart excludes the Music category, which contained only one post.) 
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MetaTalk categories. First, technical issues are generally resolved by one of the 
moderators shortly after they are reported; hence, by the time some members see the 
thread, there is nothing left to comment on. Second, members of the community are not 
in a position to solve most technical problems, so they may be less inclined to comment 
in these threads. Third, and most relevant to this study, members of the community may 
simply be more interested in social issues than technical issues. 
Not only do posts in the Etiquette/Policy category generate the highest number of 
comments, they also generate the longest comments. As Figure 4.8 shows, the average 
length of all MetaTalk comments in 2009 was 328.9 characters,18 but Etiquette/Policy 
comments, on average, were almost 25% longer. The increased length of comments in 
these threads suggests that discussions about social etiquette and community policy 
inspire—and require—more sophisticated and more thoroughly developed rhetorical 
arguments.   
 As I explained in Chapter 3, the data on MetaTalk posts and comments I have 
reviewed here, along with my preliminary coding of the 70 MetaTalk threads in my 
research sample, led me to focus my research on threads in three categories: Feature 
Requests, Etiquette/Policy, and MetaFilter-Related. The remainder of this chapter 
presents the results of my analysis. 
 
 
                                                 
18 Character counts in the Infodump include spaces and punctuation. Considering the average 
length of English words is approximately five characters and each word is followed by a space or 
punctuation mark (see Gable), this yields an rough average of 55 words per comment. 
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Figure 4.8 — Average length of comments (in characters) associated with posts in 
each MetaTalk category. (Note: This chart excludes the Music category, which 
contained only one post.) 
Research Findings 
At the conclusion of Chapter 2, I posed three research questions that informed my study 
of MetaTalk. In Chapter 3, I described the specific methods I used to collect and analyze 
four types of data: quantitative data from the MetaFilter Infodump, archived MetaTalk 
threads, narrative surveys completed by MetaFilter members, and interviews with 
MetaFilter’s moderators. In this section, I blend these four sources of data to answer my 
three research questions. First, though, I establish a typology of MetaTalk posts that will 
support my analysis of MetaTalk threads and survey results.  
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Rhetorical Functions of MetaTalk Posts 
One way to analyze conversations in an online community is to categorize posts and 
comments according to the functions they perform within the community. Gary Burnett 
proposes a typology of interpersonal and informational interactions common to members 
of virtual communities; his list includes negative behaviors, such as flaming, trolling, and 
spamming, as well as positive behaviors, such as language games, emotional support, 
queries to the community, and directed group projects. Burnett’s work informs my 
analysis of MetaTalk, but his typology focuses on “information exchange” and treats 
online communities primarily as venues for participants to share information with one 
another. In contrast, my research is grounded in rhetoric and treats online communities as 
sites of persuasion. Hence, I follow Burnett’s model but propose that an online 
community’s discussions should be categorized according to the rhetorical functions they 
perform.  
When MetaFilter members create a new MetaTalk thread, they must assign it to 
one of six categories: (1) Bugs, (2) Feature Requests, (3) Etiquette/Policy, (4) Uptime, (5) 
MetaFilter-Related, or (6) MetaFilter Gatherings. As I explained in Chapter 3, my sample 
intentionally focused on three of these categories, each of which contained the following 
number of posts: 
 Feature Requests: 13 
 Etiquette/Policy: 19 
 MetaFilter-Related: 38 
Although these categories provide a helpful starting point for analyzing rhetorical 
function, they were not intended for that purpose, and they are too broad to offer 
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meaningful information about how members of the site use MetaTalk. My analysis of the 
sample suggests that the rhetorical functions of the 70 posts can be subdivided into 12 
categories19: 
1. Extending a conversation (13 posts). These posts seek to revive or supplement 
conversations that originally took place elsewhere on MetaFilter. Often referred to 
as “follow-ups,” posts in this category call members’ attention to new 
developments in news stories, share resolutions to old questions, or highlight 
posts that initially received limited attention. 
2. Requesting a feature (12 posts). These posts ask the moderators to change a 
technical aspect of how the site operates. Such requests range from small (e.g., 
changing the format of date stamps) to large (e.g., proposing a new section of the 
site). Of the 12 categories listed here, this category is the only one that aligns 
perfectly with one of MetaTalk’s pre-existing categories (“Feature Requests”). 
3. Expressing thanks (7 posts). These posts give thanks to other members of the 
site for assistance (both on- and offline) or congratulate members of the site for 
extraordinary behavior within the community and for offline accomplishments.  
4. Sharing information about the community (7 posts). These posts alert members 
to news (both good and bad) and information on other websites or in popular 
media that mention MetaFilter or its members. 
                                                 
19 Collectively, these 12 categories contain only 68 posts. Two posts in the sample were excluded 
because they did not meet moderators’ criteria for MetaTalk; both posts were deleted by the 
moderators. Tables listing the MetaTalk threads in each category can be found in Appendix C. 
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5. Questioning moderator action (6 posts). These posts take issue with one or 
more of the moderator’s decisions. Typically, posts in this category disagree with 
a moderator’s decision to delete a post or comment elsewhere on the site. The 
tone of these posts ranges from polite to frustrated to combative. 
6. Accusing a member (6 posts). These posts draw attention to another member’s 
aggressive or inappropriate behavior elsewhere on the site and sometimes request 
an apology from that member or a sanction by one of the moderators. Commonly 
referred to as “callouts,” these posts are perhaps the most personal and tend to 
generate the most heated discussions.  
7. Seeking clarification or permission (4 posts). These posts attempt to resolve 
confusion in the mind of the poster or request permission from the moderators 
and/or the entire community to take a specific action. Topics in this category 
range from trivial questions about the community’s history to proposals for 
MetaFilter-related projects in other venues. 
8. Reflecting on community practices (4 posts). These posts address issues of 
community behavior and typically attempt to steer the community’s norms and 
practices in a particular direction. Whereas posts in the “accusing a member” 
category center on one individual or one thread, these posts focus on broad trends 
over time. 
9. Soliciting help (3 posts). These posts ask other members of the community for 
technical assistance, such as locating a link to an old post or recovering 
information that is no longer online.  
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10. Inviting members to outside projects/events (3 posts). These posts seek to 
extend the MetaFilter community to other websites or to offline activities. 
Members might propose a book group, a CD swap, or a philanthropic project. 
11. Apologizing (2 posts). These posts feature apologies from individual members of 
the community to the community at large. Such apologies are sometimes referred 
to as “self-callouts.” 
12. Proposing a policy (1 post). These posts attempt to establish a new policy for 
MetaFilter or one of its subsites. Although moderators typically propose or enact 
new policies, suggestions from the community are welcome on MetaTalk, and 
sometimes these suggestions influence the site’s policies and day-to-day practices. 
These 12 categories are not intended to be definitive, and an analysis of a larger sample 
of MetaTalk threads would likely generate additional categories. Furthermore, the lines 
between the categories are somewhat fuzzy; some posts easily could have been placed in 
multiple categories. Most importantly, the rhetorical function of a thread can change as 
the thread progresses, and the categorization I have presented here represent only the 
function of each thread’s initial post, not the entirety of the discussion that follows. With 
those caveats in mind, I believe this typology of rhetorical functions not only illuminates 
the conversations that take place on MetaTalk, but can also serve as the starting point for 
analyzing other online communities, especially those with dedicated venues for 
discussing the community itself.   
Strategies for Establishing and Maintaining Individual Ethos 
My first research question, which is grounded in the Aristotelian model of ethos as 
embodied in the text, seeks to identify ethotic appeals that are unique to online discourse. 
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RQ1: How often, and under what circumstances, do members of online 
communities make ethos-based appeals, and what rhetorical strategies do they use 
to invoke ethos?  
A close textual analysis of 70 MetaTalk threads shows that although members of online 
communities employ ethotic appeals that would be found in traditional texts as well as 
online texts, they also establish individual ethos and appeal to ethos in ways that are 
unique to online discourse and situated within specific online communities. Consider the 
following types of ethotic appeals employed by MetaTalk contributors:  
 Standing within the community. Each comment on MetaFilter (and on all of its 
sub-sites) is followed by a line of text containing several pieces of metadata related to 
that comment: the member’s username, a timestamp, a count of how many times (if any) 
the comment has been marked as a favorite by other members, and tools for marking the 
comment as a favorite or flagging the comment. The member’s name also functions as a 
hyperlink to the member’s profile page, which is located at a URL that contains the 
member’s usernumber (e.g., http://www.metafilter.com/user/14324). Because 
usernumbers are assigned sequentially, by hovering over a member’s username below a 
comment, a reader can quickly identify how long that member has had a MetaFilter 
account. The significance of a member’s usernumber in relation to his or her ethos on the 
site is debatable, and MetaTalk discussions about the importance of usernumbers reveal 
no consensus among members.20  
                                                 
20 See, for example, http://metatalk.metafilter.com/8517, http://metatalk.metafilter.com/14677, 
and http://metatalk.metafilter.com/18369 
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That said, MetaTalk contributors do occasionally invoke their usernumbers to 
establish their authority. In a thread started by sidr (usernumber 72983) to propose a new 
method for displaying favorite counts below comments, an early comment by Weighted 
Companion Cube (usernumber 62242) begins, “Favorites has been around [link to 
thread introducing the favorites system] longer than you [link to sidr’s profile page], 
dude.”21 Although Weighted Companion Cube does not explicitly tell sidr that he lacks 
the credibility to make this request due to his high usernumber, the link to sidr’s profile 
page, followed by the link Weighted Companion Cube’s profile page (in the comment’s 
metadata) acts as implicit argument comparing the two members’ standing in the 
community.  
Shortly thereafter, a third member, mr_crash_davis mark II: Jazz Odyssey, 
comments, “72K username trying to tell people how to run the site. / LOL / Oh, wait.” 
This comment subverts the discussion about the importance of usernumbers and 
longevity in the community on two levels. First, the “Oh, wait” portion of the comment is 
a reference to mr_crash_davis mark II: Jazz Odyssey’s usernumber (86692), which is 
higher than sidr’s usernumber. The subtle ethotic argument here is that usernumbers 
should not be taken as proof of credibility. Second, the member known as 
mr_crash_davis mark II: Jazz Odyssey previously participated on MetaFilter under a 
different username (mr_crash_davis) with a lower usernumber (11817), so long-time 
members of the community would likely see a second ethotic argument in this comment, 
                                                 
21 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/17480 
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as a community elder indicates his amusement at other, relatively new, members arguing 
about usernumbers and length of membership.    
 Knowledge of community history. MetaTalk contributors regularly attempt to 
bolster their credibility through the use of hyperlinks to MetaFilter’s guidelines pages and 
previous discussion threads. These links function as both logos and ethos—they provide 
evidence to support a logical claim, but they also remind readers that the member is 
familiar with the community’s history and its precedents. For example, LilBucner 
created a MetaTalk post to complain that vacapinta, one of the moderators, had deleted a 
MetaFilter post he had created.22 A few members quickly respond to remind LilBucner 
that the post violated one of MetaFilter’s few hard-and-fast rules: members are not 
allowed to link to their own websites or their friends’ websites. Another moderator, 
cortex, responds with an official explanation and a warning: “I’m guessing you weren’t 
thinking of it that way [as a link to a friend’s website], but that’s troublesome stuff; it’s 
what we ban folks for more than anything else. It’s tantamount to spam, and it needs to 
not happen in the future.”  
 At this point in the thread, the issue seems to be resolved. However, two other 
members continue to pursue the matter, advocating for a more serious punishment for 
LilBucner. asockpuppet links to another offending thread by LilBucner and comments, 
“This is the second time the OP [original poster, i.e., LibBucner] has had a post deleted 
that linked to some friend of his.” koeselitz extends asockpuppet’s argument further, 
with a link to additional evidence: “Not only that, but there was a thread here [i.e., in 
                                                 
22 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/17594 
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MetaTalk] about it, too.” koeselitz provides excerpts from the previous MetaTalk thread 
demonstrating that LilBucner had been warned about linking to friends’ sites, then 
concludes his argument: “Prognosis? Knowing self/friend-linker, not as naive as he 
pretends to be. Prescription? Ban.” Eleven minutes later, cortex reappears to address 
LilBucner: “I was really trying to give you the benefit of the doubt here, LilBucner, but 
that you’ve done this before and had a discussion about it really kind of seals the deal. 
I’m sorry you couldn’t figure out not to use mefi as a platform to boost your friend’s 
sites, but twice is too many times” (emphasis in original). Shortly thereafter, LilBucner’s 
account is disabled and he is banned from further participation on MetaFilter. This brief 
example shows that members like koeselitz and asockpuppet bolster their own ethos by 
calling into question the ethos of other community members. In such cases, displaying a 
knowledge of the community’s history by linking to specific past events greatly enhances 
the ethotic appeal. 
 References to the moderators. As I will discuss shortly, MetaFilter’s moderators 
enjoy a high level of credibility among members of the community. The moderators 
participate more actively on MetaTalk than they do on other sections of the site, but they 
do not dominate MetaTalk threads the way a group of community managers might be 
expected to. In some threads I analyzed, the moderators made no comments at all, or only 
commented in their capacity as members of the community. When the moderators do not 
make their presence known, other members of the community sometimes speak on behalf 
of the moderators or invoke the moderators’ names in order to settle a question by an 
appeal to an absent authority. In essence, MetaTalk contributors attempt to establish their 
own ethos by borrowing the ethos of the moderators. 
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 For example, 20 minutes after mpls2 created a post accusing a member of posing 
a racist question on Ask MetaFilter, Joe Beese responded, “[S]ince the question has been 
up for 9 hours now, it appears that the mods are jake with it.”23 (An hour later, one of the 
moderators did respond in this thread to explain their reasons for not deleting the 
question.) On April 1, Meatbomb created a post entitled “April Fool’s Day 
Moratorium,” in which he declared that “All posts that are dumb obvious jokes will be 
deleted. Timeouts will be distributed liberally to repeat offenders.”24 Although 
Meatbomb is not one of the community’s moderators, he invokes the specter of 
punishment by the moderators for actions he deems inappropriate. Four minutes later, 
Lentrohamsanin questions Meatbomb’s authority by commenting, “You ain’t the boss 
of me(fi), daddy-o.” Several additional members weigh in on the topic, then flatluigi 
settles the matter by linking to two Twitter status updates by moderator mathowie that 
indicate his distaste for April Fool’s Day jokes. Almost an hour later, cortex makes the 
first appearance by a moderator in the thread and confirms that April Fool’s Day jokes 
aren’t appreciated on MetaFilter, but by this point, the matter is already settled—the 
community has drawn upon borrowed ethos to resolve an issue without the moderators 
becoming actively involved.                     
 Humor. MetaTalk contributors rely heavily on humor to defuse tense situations, 
point out the logical fallacies in other members’ arguments, and signal their familiarity 
with the community’s history. It is common for MetaTalk threads to begin with a string 
                                                 
23 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/17524 
24 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/17565 
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of joke comments before the serious discussion of community issues begins. One survey 
respondent describes the general pattern of a MetaTalk thread:  
On MetaTalk, the conversation is about 80% more likely to turn into snark within 
the first five comments. Then someone is going to leave a comment about how 
they wish MetaTalk wasn’t so full of snark so we could figure out how to 
contribute to the growth and logical expansion of our very serious and beloved 
community. Then someone is going to take me to task for pulling the figure 80% 
out of my ass. MetaTalk seems to have a LOT less rules than the front page or 
AskMe. At the same time, we all know that the mods are going to read the stuff 
that goes on in MeTa, so I feel like people are trying to be impressive AND not 
cross lines. (Mizu) 
Some MetaTalk threads are dominated almost entirely by jokes. In a thread started by 
Dunwitty to address a possible bug in the way members’ geographic locations are plotted 
on Google Maps, 35 of the first 45 comments do not attempt to answer Dunwitty’s 
question; instead, members simply add joke upon joke, and the nonsensical tone 
continues well past the half-way mark of the thread, which runs for 114 comments.25 
Even after ardgedee provides links to two previous MetaTalk threads that address the 
same topic and offers a plausible explanation for the problem, other members continue to 
banter with one another over the course of several dozen additional comments.  
On MetaTalk, no topic is protected from jokes. In a thread addressing the way that 
MetaFilter handles the topic of prison rape, three of the first four comments are sarcastic: 
                                                 
25 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/17198 
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“mmmmmmmmmm... prison rape. Sign me up!” (gman), “Are prison farms being used 
to manufacture biodiesel [this text links to the Wikipedia entry for ‘rapeseed’]?” 
(chillmost), and “Oh oh I’m pro prison-rape, do I sign in here?” (nola).26 Even as the 
thread takes a serious turn, some members chime in with additional attempts at humor: 
“This thread is ridiculous—how a person ever rape a prison?” (DU). At first glance, these 
comments seem to be little more than tasteless jokes that detract from the business of 
MetaTalk, but humor (even coarse humor) serves a vital function in the community, as it 
allows members to signal their familiarity with community jargon, show solidarity with 
other members of the community, and reduce tension in the community after (or during) 
a heated argument. 
These five strategies for invoking individual ethos are not meant to be definitive, 
but rather provide a starting point for thinking about the unique ways in which digital 
rhetors make ethotic appeals in online communities. Future research on ethos in online 
communities could build upon this rough typology and eventually develop a 
comprehensive taxonomy of digital ethotic appeals. Although ethos is highly contextual 
and thus functions differently in every online community, such a taxonomy would 
provide rhetoricians with a common vocabulary for discussing digital ethos. 
Strategies for Assessing Ethos in Interlocutors 
My second research question explores the concept of ethos from the perspective of those 
evaluating the ethotic appeals employed by others in online communities.  
                                                 
26 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/17342 
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RQ2: How do members of online communities assess the credibility of their 
interlocutors (the other members of the community)? 
My intention here is to discover whether the strategies people use to determine the 
credibility of others differ in online environments, and if so, to identify common patterns 
for assessing ethos in individual rhetors online. In the survey of MetaFilter members, I 
asked respondents, “In your opinion, which MetaFilter members have the highest degree 
of credibility? In other words, whose ideas, opinions, and arguments do you trust the 
most? Please list as many usernames as you’d like, and if you choose, please describe 
why you trust each user.”  
 91.58% of respondents (n = 185) answered this question, and Table 4.2 contains a 
list of users who were most frequently mentioned as having a high degree of credibility. 
(Figures in parentheses indicate the total number of times each user was cited as a 
credible member.) All five moderators appear on the list, and in addition, responses to 
this survey question included 58 instances of “moderators,” “mods,” or “admins,” which 
suggests that some users may view the community’s moderators as a collective presence 
on the site. 
As a long-time reader of MetaFilter, I recognized most of the names on this list, 
and I was not surprised to see any of them mentioned frequently. Much more interesting 
to me was the list of reasons MetaFilter members gave for recognizing their fellow 
community members as credible or trustworthy. Participants’ responses to this survey 
question suggest that MetaFilter members use at least five basic strategies for assessing 
credibility in others: 
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Table 4.2 — MetaFilter Members Frequently Mentioned as “Credible” 
 jessamyn (83) 
 cortex (62) 
 languagehat (47) 
 Miko (43) 
 mathowie (31) 
 ColdChef (30) 
 Astro Zombie (19) 
 grumblebee (17) 
 Mutant (17) 
 scody (14) 
 The Straightener (14) 
 Brandon Blatcher (11) 
 Pater Aletheias (11) 
 orthogonality (10) 
 Marisa Stole the Precious Thing (10) 
 EmpressCallipygos (9) 
 ThePinkSuperhero (9) 
 vacapinta (9) 
 klangklangston (8) 
 pb (8) 
 stavrosthewonderchicken (8) 
 delmoi (7) 
 fourcheesemac (7) 
 koeselitz (7) 
 madamjujujive (7) 
 nickyskye (7) 
 grapefruitmoon (6) 
 iamkimiam (6) 
 Pastabagel (6) 
 Abiezer (5) 
 dios (5) 
 hermitosis (5) 
 Ironmouth (5) 
 robocop is bleeding (5) 
 
First, some MetaFilter members assign credibility to those with status as 
authority figure. As a group, MetaFilter’s moderators enjoy the strongest reputation for 
credibility within the community. Many survey respondents prefaced their lists of 
credible users with statements to the effect of “The moderators, plus...” One anonymous 
member concisely summarizes the sentiments of many respondents: “Moderators get auto 
cred.” However, more thorough explanations for why members trust the moderators can 
be found in at least a dozen responses. For example: 
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 “Generally, I consider the Mods to have the highest credibility, because...well, 
they’re the Mods! More to the point, they have to practice moderation every day 
and I think that lends credibility to their statements” (Atreides). 
 “They get credibility partly just by nature of their authority—not because they 
have authority, but because they have authority and still engender a great deal of 
respect and trust from the users. In particular, the explanations for modly actions 
(particularly from cortex) show a great deal of thought about how that action may 
or may not affect the community” (VeritableSaintOfBrevity). 
 “I find all the administrators to be very considerate to the needs and interests of 
the community, and I respect their decisions on the site for the most part” 
(anonymous). 
 “The mods carry a lot of weigh just by virtue of being mods, but they are also 
very bright people” (Pater Aletheias). 
 “The admins (because they admirably limit themselves to commenting on things 
they know about)” (Shii). 
 “The mods—they are surprisingly scrupulous” (robocop is bleeding). 
 “I’d say the mods have the highest degree of credibility with me. Their responses 
are thoughtful and thorough, whether they are wearing their moderator- or 
community-member hats” (anonymous). 
 “They’re the final arbiters of what is or isn’t acceptable on the site. But I don’t 
trust their judgment simply because of their authority—they’ve proven over and 
over again that they understand how communities work and deal with most issues 
patiently and courteously” (Rhaomi). 
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Second, some MetaFilter members view those with domain-specific expertise as 
credible. As ook explains, “I can think of a few users I believe are credible on specific 
subjects, because they’ve demonstrated deep knowledge and expertise within those 
fields.” This knowledge and expertise may be related to a member’s profession—“When 
it comes to linguistics and grammar questions, everyone looks to languagehat, who is 
very well known on the site, and to iamkimiam, who are both linguists” (Pater 
Aletheias)—or it may stem from a member’s personal background or life history: 
“Basically the principle is, if the topic is Muslim women, say, and a Muslim woman 
speaks up, I assign a lot of credibility to that person as a single voice from that 
perspective which is worth a thousand voices of fratboys at their keyboards” (Rumple). 
Of course, determining a member’s credentials can be problematic in an 
anonymous/pseudonymous community like MetaFilter. Appropriately enough, an 
anonymous respondent articulates this problem: “I know many, many users by reputation, 
but that doesn’t add to their ‘credibility.’ Since I can’t prove anyone’s professional 
credentials, that doesn’t give them credibility.” Rhaomi suggests that this form of 
credibility is developed through a member’s actions on the site, not just through his or her 
offline credentials: “Certain users have demonstrated mastery of certain areas through 
their posting, and I’d trust them on the matter if they had something to say about it” 
(emphasis mine). Credibility earned through domain-specific expertise may be limited 
solely to discussion threads related to that domain. As julen makes clear, “There are lots 
of people on specific topics that I trust in their areas of expertise, but may not have the 
same credibility when talking on other topics.” 
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Third, some MetaFilter members trust others on the site because of their offline 
relationships with those members. Survey responses suggest that even in an online 
community that relies solely on text-based discussions, the vir bonus model of ethos 
affects members’ perceptions of their fellow denizens: 
 “Well, I have met many MeFites in real life so that colors my opinion of many of 
them” (Kattullus). 
 “There’s also a small number of users who I have met in real life and naturally I 
trust them more than Joe Blow even if I am often not really agreeing with them” 
(Rumple). 
 “For me, people with credibility are people I know from other places online … 
I’ve known them for years and met them in person (and drunk daiquiris on the 
beach in Mexico with them, for that matter), so they carry a lot of weight with 
me” (anonymous).  
 “People who I have met in real life, or had meaningful email contact with…” 
(Meatbomb). 
Fourth, some MetaFilter members award credibility to those with longstanding   
reputations within the community. The response by Meatbomb quoted above 
continues with a third criterion: this member also trusts those “who have built up an 
onsite history as thoughtful people.” Other responses suggest that a member can develop 
and maintain credibility entirely within the online sphere:  
 “I suppose there is a set of people who post often enough and in a personal 
enough way that I believe they are who they say they are and seem like good 
people” (anonymous). 
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 “I tend to give the most credibility to people who have been on the site for a while 
(not the longest standing users, but enough so that I recognize their username) that 
are able to keep calm when arguing and not attack people” (ugf). 
 “In terms of MetaTalk questions about site policy, I assign the most credibility to 
the oldest and/or the most vocal members of the site” (lilac girl). 
 “I’m somewhat more likely to read comments and front page posts from users that 
I recognize when I’m pressed for time” (odiv). 
 “Most people who have their presentation together seem credible, and if I 
recognize their name, even more so” (whatzit). 
 “I keep a mental list of frequent commenters. Whether or not they have credibility 
depends entirely on my previous experiences of them” (pyrex). 
 “The ‘well known’ ones have the highest credibility” (anonymous). 
 “I don’t explicitly trust or distrust any particular user more than any other, but 
there I do get a nice sense of familiarity when I see a comment or response by a 
user that I ‘recognize’“ (SemiSophos). 
Fifth, and certainly most relevant to my discussion of Aristotelian ethos in 
Chapter 2, some MetaFilter members evaluate credibility based on rhetorical skill. 
Although this strategy did not dominate the survey responses, a few respondents took 
great pains to remind me that, for them, internal ethos is the only kind that matters. When 
asked “Which MetaFilter members have the highest degree of credibility?”, one 
anonymous respondent wrote, “I’m not answering this. A good idea, opinion or argument 
stands on its own, without needing to be referred back to some kind of quasi-appeal to 
authority.” Another anonymous respondent viewed this question as a chance to educate 
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the researcher: “Do people really do this? Did you notice how the author of a post or 
comment is named after the text? It’s one of the most genius features of the site: the 
content comes first, identity second.” tizzie summarizes this ethos-in-the-text position 
succinctly: “I go by what they say, not by who they are.” Additional responses reinforce 
this point: 
 “I think clarity of writing, time at Mefi, goes toward helping credibility, but only 
so much as the content of what is being written is credible, too!” (Atreides). 
 “I try to ignore the usernames as much as possible and just look at what people 
are saying” (anonymous) 
 “I don’t really keep track of who has credibility. I decide who has credibility by 
the words they post in a thread” (Chorian). 
 “My recollection of users and their intelligence usually ends at the end of the 
thread, so I tend not to associate users with insouciant wit or credibility outside of 
the immediate thread” (Orville Sash). 
 “For the most part, I tend to judge each comment on its own merits. And I only 
bother to read the name of the commenter if the comment was particularly good 
(or bad)” (anonymous). 
 “In general, people who do not fly off the handle, stay out of flamewars as much 
as possible, try to back up their opinions with logic and/or examples and links, 
and don’t just have a few issues that are their hobbyhorses are the ones I tend to 
trust. Also, people who use English well. I have—and Metafilter in general has—
pretty low tolerance for people who mangle the language” 
(stavrosthewonderchicken). 
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 “It’s hard to express why these users are so great. Mostly it’s because I think they 
treat the other members with a great deal of respect, argue well but politely, and 
have interesting ideas to discuss” (anonymous). 
 “I don’t usually pay attention to the username. I just take the information at face 
value” (anonymous). 
 “Well, that depends not on who is doing the posting, but what is being said. I 
respect posts and comments which are from people who appear to be thoughtful, 
honest, well informed and logical” (anonymous). 
 “I take people’s posts at face value based on the content, not on the username, 
which I pay no attention to” (anonymous). 
 “I know the names of some prolific posters, but that doesn’t mean I trust their 
arguments! The good thing about arguments is they can be evaluated on a case-
by-case basis” (anonymous). 
 “For a lot of questions, the credible answer is the one that works, and it doesn’t 
really matter who said it” (DiscourseMarker). 
In addition to the five strategies that emerged from the survey responses, my 
analysis of the MetaFilter Infodump suggests that some MetaFilter members use a sixth 
strategy, as well: length of argument. One method that MetaFilter members use to 
indicate their approval of content on the site is by marking a post or comment as a 
“favorite.” Although the favoriting system does not constitute a uniform or prescribed 
approach for attributing ethos to other members,27 it offers one way to think about 
                                                 
27 See Footnote 15 in this chapter for more information about the favoriting system. 
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interaction and rewards among members of the community. By marking someone’s 
comment as a favorite, a member might be saying, in effect, “I agree,” “You make a good 
point,” or “This is funny.” In all of these cases, the act of favoriting signals a positive 
connection between the commenter and the member who marked that comment as a 
favorite. Viewed in this light, we can correlate favorites with other data points in the 
Infodump. Figure 4.9 shows that the vast majority of MetaTalk comments are never 
marked as a favorites and only 6.44% (n = 7,877) of comments attached to 2009 
MetaTalk posts received five or more favorites.  
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Figure 4.9 — Total number of comments marked as favorites, separated into ranges 
based on the number of favorites each comment received. 
Comparing the number of favorites received by each comment with the length of 
that comment reveals that longer comments are more likely to be favorited by members 
of the community. Figure 4.10, which divides comments into the same groups as in 
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Figure 4.9, shows that comments with no favorites have the lowest average character 
count of all categories, while comments with 40 or more favorites have the highest 
average character count. The average length of all 2009 MetaTalk comments is 328.9 
characters, while the average length of comments with any number of favorites jumps to 
488.2.    
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Figure 4.10 — Average length of comments (in characters), based on number of 
favorites. 
Proving a causal link between comment length and favorites would be extremely 
difficult, since members use favorites to perform several different functions, but we can 
surmise that, for some members of the site, the length of a comment might influence 
perceptions of ethos in that comment. My analysis of ethotic moves in the MetaTalk 
threads themselves did not indicate that longer comments were automatically granted 
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greater ethos by other members of the community, but data culled from the Infodump 
shows a positive correlation between length and favorites.   
Strategies for Establishing and Maintaining Collective Ethos  
My third research question, which hearkens back to the pre-Aristotelian idea of ethos as 
“gathering place,” seeks to explain the processes by which a diverse community like 
MetaFilter fosters a cohesive and consistent group identity.  
RQ3: How do online communities develop and sustain a collective ethos over 
time?  
My intention in asking this research question was to confirm a casual hypothesis that I 
had long held as an observer of MetaFilter: namely, that the existence of MetaTalk is a 
primary factor in MetaFilter’s success and longevity as an online community. My 
analysis of MetaTalk threads, survey responses, and data from the MetaFilter Infodump 
confirmed this idea, but responses to one survey question in particular helped me 
understand just how important MetaTalk is to the MetaFilter community. This question 
simply asked respondents, “How do the conversation and debate on MetaTalk differ from 
other sections of MetaFilter?” The narrative answers offered by members of the site, 
which surprised me in their candor, suggest that many members of the MetaFilter 
community have a love–hate relationship with MetaTalk.  
 In the survey, 96% of respondents (n = 194) answered this question, and Table 4.3 
contains a list of words and phrases frequently used by respondents to describe MetaTalk. 
(Figures in parentheses indicate the total number of instances of each word or phrase.) 
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Table 4.3 — Terms Used to Describe MetaTalk 
 joke/jokey/in-joke (53) 
 snark/snarky (36) 
 personal (34) 
 silly/sillier (25) 
 whine/whinier/whiny (25) 
 loose/looser (14) 
 attack (13) 
 free-for-all (8) 
 funny/funnier/funnin’ (8) 
 mean/meaner (8) 
 emotional/emotions (6) 
 ad hominem (5) 
 free-wheeling (4) 
 smaller (4) 
 wild (4) 
 aggressive (3) 
 casual (3) 
 laid back (3) 
 relaxed (3) 
 rude (3) 
 nasty (2) 
 
In addition, the term “less” was used 46 times, and almost always in a negative fashion. 
Respondents describe MetaTalk in opposition to MetaFilter and Ask MetaFilter, 
characterizing MetaTalk as “less friendly,” “less focused,” “less polite,” “less respectful,” 
“less serious,” “less forgiving,” “less regulated,” and “less helpful.” One anonymous 
respondent shares this blistering critique of the site: “The people get superwhiney on 
MetaTalk. It’s a bunch of self-righteous, pedantic, know-it-alls.” Another anonymous 
response, which puts it more delicately, captures the general tone used by many 
respondents when describing MetaTalk: “I find the atmosphere on MetaTalk unpleasant, 
strident and clique-ish, and rarely read threads there.”  
 On the other hand, a few respondents view MetaTalk as the best part of the 
MetaFilter community: 
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 “I love the way tangents develop there, and the way that a daft aside can spin off 
into days of silliness…. I also love the way members can devote huge amounts of 
time and passion to hashing out an issue affecting the site, even if this sometimes 
boils over into nastiness…. It’s the polar opposite of the dull-as-ditchwater Ask 
MetaFilter” (jack_mo). 
 “It’s my favorite part of the site because it’s where the very important issues of 
trends and norms are explicitly hammered out” (anonymous). 
Most fascinating to me in these responses are the numerous unsolicited analogies 
that MetaFilter members use to describe the site. In Ali-Hasan’s analysis of MetaFilter, 
she adopts Amy Jo Kim’s terminology in describing MetaTalk as a “backstage” area, 
where MetaFilter members can discuss topics related to the online community itself (6). 
One survey respondent distinguishes MetaTalk from the other sections of the site using 
this “backstage” metaphor (ook), and other respondents describe MetaTalk as a “Wild 
West” (gemmy; ugf), a “safety valve” (anonymous) or “release valve” (killdevil), a 
“sandbox” (pyrex), a “police blotter” (yeti), an “echo chamber” (jacquilynne), a staging 
ground” (Atreides), and a “chatroom” (mygothlaundry). Some respondents employ 
more complex analogies to depict the site: 
 “MetaTalk is a drama safari where the animals attack the tour bus and the ground 
is strewn with blood and cartilage. The rest of the site is pretty respectful” 
(Nattie). 
 “Metatalk is like the House of Lords of Metafilter. It’s not as fairly well-known 
but has a much more dark humor component I don’t think many non-readers will 
recognize” (angiogram). 
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 “MetaTalk is the place where you can walk around without your pants” 
(grapefruitmoon). 
 “To a degree, it seems like a dumping ground for unproductive discussions that 
occur on Metafilter, which is perhaps beneficial—it gives the mods a place to 
allow unproductive discussion to be vented” (fatbird). 
 “MetaTalk is a kind of self-regulation tool where we set the boundaries for what 
is acceptable and unacceptable conduct in a conversation” (awfurby). 
 “It’s kind of like a school setting: MetaFilter is like class, where the proscribed 
topic is the main focus; and MetaTalk is like the dorms, where you can fool 
around, bitch about class, bitch about someone else, or have a 
discussion/argument all through the night” (clorox). 
 “MetaTalk is kind of like the back alley behind the bar, where people go after the 
bouncers tell them to take it outside. It’s much dirtier and more personal” (zennie) 
 “Somewhat analogous to a closed-door meeting, even though the door is of course 
open” (anonymous). 
 “MeTa is where derails go to die or fight to the death...very similar to the 
Thunderdome” (Schlyer523). 
 “It’s almost like the lunch table at work, or the local bar. People aren’t fully 
removed from the business of things, but they are a bit less inhibited” 
(anonymous). 
 “It has the feel, to create a very extended and strained analogy, of the core 
members of the debate team getting together after a meet in a bar somewhere to 
hash out what they did well, what they did poorly, why they responded in a 
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particular manner, and to accuse their teammates of unsportsmanlike conduct at 
the event” (VeritableSaintOfBrevity). 
Among all of the responses to this question, I am, unsurprisingly, most gratified 
by the anonymous response that simply describes MetaTalk as a “sort of a gathering 
place.” Over the course of the year that I have studied MetaTalk, I have become 
increasingly convinced that a strong collective ethos—generated by individuals but 
bigger than any one person—is essential to maintaining a successful online community. 
Although the elements that contribute to a collective ethos—to the establishment of a 
“gathering place”—will vary from community to community, my study suggests five 
factors that help MetaFilter maintain its collective ethos: (1) barriers to entry, (2) a strong 
leader, (3) explicit instructions, (4) dedicated moderation, and (5) self-policing. 
 First, MetaFilter maintains several barriers to entry. Unlike many websites that 
bombard first-time visitors with pleas to create user accounts, MetaFilter actually makes 
it somewhat difficult to join the community. The website does not feature a prominent 
login box on the homepage, nor a large button to click for a new account. Rather, buried 
in the website header is a single link that simply reads, “New User.” Clicking on this link 
will take visitors to a 600-word essay entitled “So you want to become a new 
member...”28 This page also encourages potential members to read the “About Metafilter” 
page29 (527 words) and the “Posting Guidelines” page30 (526 words) before they sign up. 
Even after potential members read these documents, one final barrier remains: new users 
                                                 
28 http://www.metafilter.com/newuser.mefi 
29 http://www.metafilter.com/about.mefi 
30 http://www.metafilter.com/guidelines.mefi 
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are required to pay a one-time fee of $5, ostensibly to defray the costs of running the 
website. In reality, Haughey has freely admitted that the fee was instituted primarily to 
keep out users who aren’t serious about becoming members of an online community.31 
All of these measures keep the site at a manageable size and allow the community to 
grow slowly and naturally.   
 Second, MetaFilter has a strong leader. MetaFilter operates under what Jono 
Bacon calls “dictatorial charismatic leadership” (221). Bacon is quick to distinguish this 
label from common perceptions of “dictators”: “Dictator-led communities work just like 
they say on the tin: they are communities in which a single person calls the shots. This 
person will often set direction and focus, approve what is acceptable in the community, 
and in technical communities will be the arbiter of what gets included in the project” 
(222). Bacon suggests substituting the phrase “charismatic leader” for “dictator” (222), 
but Haughey doesn’t seem to mind the being called a “dictator.”32 Members of the 
community frequently refer to Haughey as a “benevolent dictator,” and the emphasis 
genuinely seems to be on “benevolent.” In one MetaTalk thread that I analyzed, a fairly 
new member of the community poses the question, “Would it be legal for me to 
write/distribute a metafilter iPhone app?” [sic]. It is not difficult to imagine several 
reasons why Haughey would deny such a request, but less than 20 minutes after the initial 
post, he responds with this: “Huh. I can’t imagine what an app would do besides be a 
wrapper around Safari, but if you want to try writing an app, go ahead.” Haughey’s 
                                                 
31 http://vimeo.com/11916466; interview with moderators.  
32 Interview with moderators. 
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default position is one of trust, in which everyone receives the benefit of the doubt and 
even bad actors are given second chances. 
Much of the community’s collective ethos can be traced to Haughey’s personal 
leadership style and his consistent commitment to MetaFilter. In an essay containing tips 
for running successful online communities, he writes,  
If you’re building a community you have to love what you’re doing and be the 
best member of it. It takes great care and patience to create a space others will 
share and you have to nurture it and reward your best contributors. It’s a 
decidedly human endeavor with few, if any, technical shortcuts.33 
In the slick era of Web 2.0, when every new website seems to brag about its 
“community,” a site like MetaFilter might appear to be almost laughably low-tech. But 
no amount of technology can substitute for a human leader who cares more about the 
members of his community than he does about monetizing his creation. 
 Third, MetaFilter provides its members with copious explicit instructions.  
Even before members join the community, they are introduced to the ethos of MetaFilter. 
The new-user page is written in first person, from Haughey to prospective members, and 
it describes what is expected of a MetaFilter member:  
I trust that you’ll act in a civilized manner, that you’ll treat others with opposing 
viewpoints with absolute respect and that you’ll contribute in a positive way to 
the intelligent discussions that take place here every day. 
                                                 
33 http://fortuito.us/2007/05/some_community_tips_for_2007 
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 When the level of discourse here is high, conversations are typified by 
good contributions from a variety of viewpoints and experiences. Be respectful of 
others, bring your experiences and share them with everyone. If you make a 
statement of fact, show supporting evidence (hopefully as hyperlinks to other web 
resources). When everyone brings intelligent, thoughtful commentary to a thread, 
MetaFilter is the best it can possibly be.34 
 Elsewhere on the site, the instructions to members of the community continue. 
The “Frequently Asked Questions” page contains 80 questions and answers,35 and the 
“Posting Guidelines” page leads members through a heuristic designed to weed out bad 
posts. The final step before members create a new post involves checking a box that 
acknowledges, “I am aware that if I am linking to something that I created, had a part in 
creating, or something that was created by a friend of mine, my post will be deleted and I 
will be banned from the site with no refund.”36 Each time a member makes a comment in 
a thread, he or she sees the following reminder: “Note: Help maintain a healthy, 
respectful discussion by focusing comments on the issues, topics, and facts at hand—not 
at other members of the site.” On MetaTalk, where tempers tend to run high, commenters 
are simply reminded, “Everyone needs a hug.” Collectively, these small but consistent 
efforts to maintain a high level of discourse have fostered a community that stands in 
stark contrast to many online communities that feature illegible, incoherent, and ill-
considered comment sections.  
                                                 
34 http://www.metafilter.com/newuser.mefi 
35 http://faq.metafilter.com 
36 http://www.metafilter.com/contribute/post_good.mefi?pid=14324 
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 Fourth, MetaFilter features dedicated moderation. Bacon argues that successful 
leaders of online communities typically “handpick trusted and reliable members to lend a 
hand” with the day-to-day operations of their communities (222). As MetaFilter has 
grown in size and complexity, mathowie has given moderator privileges to four 
additional members of the community: jessamyn, cortex, pb, and vacapinta. Although 
mathowie owns the site and retains ultimate control over it, all five moderators work 
collaboratively to set community policies, respond to requests from users, and ensure that 
someone is actively monitoring the site. A set of administrative tools helps the 
moderators track flagged posts and comments, potential fake user accounts, and members 
who have a history of bad behavior. (See Figure 4.11.) 
 
Figure 4.11 — Administrative interface used by MetaFilter’s moderators. 
  Although these technological solutions simplify the work of the moderators, much 
of what they do to moderate the site relies on their written interaction with members of 
the community on the site itself, and nowhere is this more true than on MetaTalk. Figure 
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4.12 demonstrates that the participation of moderators (calculated as a percentage of all 
comments) on MetaTalk is more than ten times higher than it is on the two other main 
sections of the site. This is not surprising, given the enormous volume of comments on 
MetaFilter and Ask MetaFilter, but my interview with the moderators points to two 
additional reasons for this disparity. First, their interactions with members on MetaFilter 
and Ask MetaFilter are largely hidden from public view. When a moderator deletes a 
member’s comment, he or she does so quietly, often sending the member a private 
message to explain the reason for the deletion, offer advice for re-posting the comment in 
a more appropriate way, or warn the member about the consequences of continued bad 
behavior. Second, MetaTalk posts are often written directly to one or more of the  
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Figure 4.12 — Percentage of comments made by all moderators combined in each 
of the three major sections of MetaFilter. 
119 
moderators, and the nature of MetaTalk calls for a public response in the thread rather 
than a private message.  
Although members of the community often refer to the moderators collectively 
(e.g., “the mods”), the moderators do not use a single “moderator” account or act 
anonymously. Each deleted or closed post is attributed to a specific moderator, and all 
moderators use their original user accounts regardless of whether they are posting as 
members of the community or as moderators. Some moderators are far more active on the 
site than others (as demonstrated in Figure 4.13), but generally speaking, the moderators 
are most active in their role as moderators on MetaTalk. Among the moderators, cortex is 
the most active on MetaTalk, followed by jessamyn, pb, mathowie, and vacapinta. In  
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Figure 4.13 — Number of comments made by each moderator in each of the three 
major sections of MetaFilter. 
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fact, cortex and jessamyn account for 82.05% (n = 5,056) of the 6,162 MetaTalk 
comments made by moderators in 2009.  
On MetaTalk, most of the moderators’ work is done in the threads themselves, 
with comments justifying a deleted post, explaining the rationale for the community’s 
guidelines, or soliciting advice about a proposed feature. Occasionally, however, 
moderators will delete MetaTalk posts or close threads before their automatic closing 
date (30 days after the initial post). Figure 4.14, which illustrates the percentage of 
deleted posts and closed threads on MetaTalk, hints at the differences in moderation style 
among the different moderators.37 Although cortex makes almost 50% of all moderator 
comments in MetaTalk, mathowie deletes the greatest number of MetaTalk posts.    
As Table 4.4 demonstrates, the raw number of closed and deleted posts on 
MetaTalk is much lower than on the two other main sections of the site, but as a 
percentage of total posts, MetaTalk has a much higher rate of closings and deletions than 
Ask MetaFilter, and almost as high a rate as MetaFilter. In contrast, both the number and 
the percentage of deleted comments on MetaTalk are drastically lower than on MetaFilter 
or Ask MetaFilter.38 These data confirm the widely stated opinion among survey 
respondents that the moderators give members a great amount of latitude in MetaTalk. In 
my interview with the moderators, they explained that they only delete comments in  
                                                 
37 Deleted posts are “signed” by a moderator, and this information is included in the Infodump. 
Although it is not difficult to determine which moderator closed a thread (typically the moderator 
who commented last in the thread), closed threads are not “signed,” so I did not attempt to 
quantify closed threads.  
38 Deleted comments do not appear in the MetaFilter Infodump, so the total number of comments 
in Table 4.4 represents the difference between the comment ID of the first and last comments in 
the data set. The number of deleted posts was calculated by subtracting the number of comments 
in the Infodump from the total number of comments. 
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Figure 4.14 — Regular posts, closed threads, and deleted posts (broken down 
according to which moderator deleted them) in MetaTalk. 
MetaTalk under drastic circumstances (e.g., when a member has compromised the offline 
identity of another member); otherwise, they allow discussions to progress unimpeded. 
Table 4.4 — Deleted Posts and Comments by Subsection, 2009 
  MetaFilter Ask MetaFilter MetaTalk 
Posts       
Total Posts 10,051 31,512 1,474 
Deleted/Closed Posts 1,033 412 132 
% of Total 10.28% 1.31% 8.96% 
Comments       
Total Comments 489,759 442,178 122,685 
Deleted Comments 2829 7712 226 
% of Total 0.58% 1.74% 0.18% 
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The moderators’ participation in MetaTalk varies greatly by category. As Figure 
4.15 demonstrates, the moderators comment most frequently in threads about technical 
bugs on the site and most rarely in threads where meetups (i.e., “MetaFilter Gatherings”) 
are organized. This should come as no surprise: Figures 4.7 and 4.8 demonstrated that 
posts in the Bugs category generated the fewest comments and some of the shortest 
comments among all MetaTalk categories, and the high level of moderator comments in 
this category suggests that moderators respond quickly to bug reports, then close the 
threads. More surprising is the relatively low percentage of moderator comments in the 
Etiquette/Policy and MetaFilter-Related categories. Two factors could contribute to this 
phenomenon. First, the total number of comments in these threads, especially in the 
Etiquette/Policy category, tends to be higher than average, which may drive down the  
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Figure 4.15 — Percentage of comments made by all moderators combined in each 
MetaTalk category. 
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percentage of moderator comments. Second, the moderators may be deliberately limiting 
their participation in these threads, in order to allow members of the community to 
resolve problems on their own.  
 Fifth, MetaFilter has a strong ethic of self-policing. Although the moderators 
deserve much of the credit for maintaining the community’s collective ethos, individual 
members of the community make significant contributions, as well. Using the flagging 
and favoriting systems, MetaFilter members can reward good behavior and prevent (or at 
least discourage) bad behavior. Above and beyond these systems, MetaTalk provides 
MetaFilter members with a dedicated forum for community policing through rhetorical 
argument. Although this study has shown that MetaTalk is much more than just a venue 
for self-policing, without that function, MetaTalk—and the larger MetaFilter 
community—would suffer. MetaFilter’s continued success depends, at least in part, on a 
strong and active MetaTalk. Fortunately, the members of MetaFilter show no signs of 
abandoning MetaTalk.  
Conclusion 
I have intentionally limited my discussion to the three research questions I posed at the 
outset of this study, but the data I have presented in this chapter represent only a tiny 
fraction of the data I collected during this project. Entire chapters could be written about 
the responses to each survey question and the rhetorical nuances of each MetaTalk 
thread, to say nothing of the quantitative work that could be performed using the 
MetaFilter Infodump. Indeed, MetaTalk is a bottomless well of data waiting to be studied 
by researchers of all stripes. For this rhetorician, the meta-ness of MetaTalk has proved to 
be especially interesting, and over the course of this project I have returned again and 
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again to an informal, overarching research question that led me to this site: “What makes 
MetaTalk so special?” In his survey response, carsonb points toward one possible 
answer: 
Personal attacks, insults, and outright buffoonery are not tolerated (by other users 
but also by the moderators) in MetaFilter, but the MeFi userbase is savvy and 
recognizes that complete intolerance isn’t healthy, that there must be a place for 
that sort of thing…. Designating MetaTalk as the place where discussion of the 
site itself lived was ingenious because under that umbrella the userbase could talk 
about itself there, too. The looser nature of the MeTa discussions seems to be a 
result of the inherent recursion of a site discussing itself. 
For those of us who study rhetoric and love language, what could be more interesting 
than a place where people gather to talk about talking? 
 The nature of an ethnographic case study dictates that my discussion here must 
remain incredibly narrow, but the power of case studies lies in their ability to illuminate 
bigger issues at work in society and to suggest models for researchers interested in 
studying similar communities. In Chapter 5, I turn my attention to these topics, focusing 
on the lessons that MetaTalk might teach us about the future of online communities, the 
ever-evolving nature of ethos, and the importance of studying rhetoric in digital 
environments. 
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CHAPTER 5: LESSONS FROM ONE ONLINE COMMUNITY 
In his strikingly honest personal essay, “Hunting for Ethos Where They Say It 
Can’t Be Found,” Jim W. Corder publicly quarrels with himself about the meaning of 
ethos. Corder recounts that he originally set out to write “another gloss on Aristotle,” one 
that would demonstrate that “ethos was real and in the text, that it was there and I could 
find it” (299–301, emphasis in original). Instead, he slowly discovers just how 
complicated his subject is:  
Ethos as we once thought we knew it is lost, and not…. We make ethos from the 
words we find, and some word finder is always leaving words for us to find, 
telling an ethos toward us, crowding living time into composing time into our 
reading time, trying to become somebody in the midst of a crowd, trying to get 
caught in language in front of others. (312) 
As his search concludes, Corder laments, “I have wanted to believe that ethos is in the 
text, have wanted to believe that I could find others in their texts so that I might hope to 
exist for others in my text so that I might turn myself over to them and thereby survive in 
the text I leave” (314). Reflecting on my year-long study of MetaTalk, I can see myself in 
these words. Like Corder, I set out to show that in digital environments, ethos is a 
function of a rhetor’s carefully constructed text. Instead, I discovered that the role of 
ethos in online communities is infinitely complex, and that only a multifaceted definition 
of ethos can account for the variety of ways in which digital rhetors construct and 
maintain their individual ethos and the collective ethos of their communities. 
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 In this final chapter, I hope to accomplish three tasks. First, I will explore some of 
the lessons we can learn about online communities and digital rhetoric from my study of 
MetaTalk. Second, I will address the limitations of my research and propose strategies 
that will help other researchers avoid similar problems. Third, I will suggest avenues for 
additional research that can further expand our understanding of how rhetoric functions in 
online communities. 
The Four Paradoxes of MetaFilter 
Although case studies provide fascinating glimpses into specific communities, events, 
and individuals, their real power lies in their ability to describe phenomena that have 
application beyond the cases themselves. My interest in MetaFilter as an online 
community predates this study by eight years, and during that time, I grew increasingly 
preoccupied by its inner workings, and eventually, MetaTalk—not MetaFilter or Ask 
MetaFilter—became my primary motivation for visiting the site. I had been a member of 
other online communities, but none with the personality—the ethos—of MetaFilter. 
During the year I studied MetaTalk, I found myself baffled at times by the apparent 
contradictions of MetaFilter. Now, at the conclusion of this project, I have come to 
believe that the lessons that can be learned from MetaTalk are found in these 
contradictions. I posit that four paradoxes manifested on MetaFilter can help researchers, 
practitioners, and teachers of digital rhetoric better understand online communities and 
the essential role of ethos within those communities.  
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Paradox 1: Ethos Resides in the Text—Except When it Doesn’t 
My first research question, which explores the strategies used by online rhetors to invoke 
ethos, contains within it an implicit assertion that ethos in online environments must be of 
the Aristotelian variety, which is to say, located in the text itself. And while I certainly 
discovered examples of internal ethos at work on MetaTalk, I saw just as many instances 
of the traditional vir bonus model of ethos. This finding seems counterintuitive—after all, 
how can ethos exist outside of the text in a digital environment, where there is nothing 
but the text? Two answers seem probable: first, the boundaries between online and offline 
spaces have grown increasingly blurry, and second, online identity is less anonymous 
than many people think. 
Popular depictions of online communities paint them as disembodied spaces 
where users are known only by their internet nicknames and cartoon avatars. However, 
my study of MetaTalk suggests that contemporary online communities regularly cross 
into physical space, and that individual ethos is as much a function of one’s identity 
outside the online community as it is a function of one’s rhetorical skill within that 
community. Yes, online rhetors must make greater use of internal ethos to persuade their 
interlocutors, but they also benefit from a heavy dose of external ethos, in the form of 
appeals to their professional credentials, their past actions on the website, and their 
offline relationships with other community members. Likewise, when members of online 
communities assess the ethos of their interlocutors, they take into account both internal 
and external factors; they are impressed by a fellow community member’s articulate 
arguments, but they also consider who that member is outside of the online community. 
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Thus, Aristotelian ethos and vir bonus ethos work hand-in-hand for digital rhetors and 
their audiences. 
Furthermore, contemporary online communities, even those that zealously guard 
their members’ privacy, encourage identities that are persistent online and consistent with 
offline identities. When a new member creates a MetaFilter account, she chooses a 
username, which will be displayed below each of her posts and comments, but she is also 
asked for her first and last name. A brief message below this field reminds her, “[T]his is 
optional if you want to remain anonymous, but what’s the point anymore?”39 Once the 
member has created her account, she is invited to upload a picture of herself, link to her 
personal website, provide her geographic location, and create links to her profile pages on 
more than 60 other websites. This may strike some as an invasion of privacy, but many 
MetaFilter members (and many denizens of other online communities) have concluded 
that there is no point in remaining anonymous online; on the contrary, by maintaining a 
persistent identity across multiple online spaces, they can take their ethos (or at least a 
portion of it) with them as they move from one site to another. Aristotle’s model of ethos 
is indeed more relevant in the digital age than ever before, but the vir bonus continues to 
thrive, even online. 
Paradox 2: Collective Ethos Is the Work of a Few 
Online communities are ideal spaces to study the third model of ethos I described in 
Chapter 2—the concept of a “gathering place,” where a community establishes and 
maintains its collective identity. MetaFilter in particular proved well suited to the study of 
                                                 
39 https://login.metafilter.com/join.mefi 
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collective ethos, due in large part to the existence of MetaTalk. As a long-time reader of 
MetaFilter, I knew that not all members of the community participated on MetaTalk, but I 
was surprised to discover just how small the core MetaTalk community is. As I 
demonstrated in Chapter 4, just a few hundred users account for well over half of the 
comments made on MetaTalk, and yet, these discussions set the tone for the rest of the 
site and help shape the policies that affect nearly 50,000 members of the community. 
 Just as in a traditional community, where the work of deliberating and governing 
is handled by a small fraction of the community’s members, not all members of online 
communities will take an interest in discussing the community itself. Hence, a forum like 
MetaTalk will almost certainly feature fewer posts and comments than a forum like 
MetaFilter. However, without MetaTalk, the quality of discussions on MetaFilter and Ask 
MetaFilter would suffer greatly. Members of MetaFilter often criticize one another for 
their tendency toward introspection—their ability to “overthink a plate of beans”40—but 
the constant self-analysis and community monitoring that occurs on MetaTalk keeps the 
larger community in check, even if the participants of that larger community don’t realize 
it. As contributors to MetaTalk praise one another, accuse one another, question the 
moderators, and plan offline gatherings, they strengthen MetaFilter’s collective ethos and 
solidify their identities as loyal members of that community. Managers of other online 
communities would do well to follow MetaFilter’s model and create MetaTalk-like 
forums that provide community members with true “gathering places.” 
                                                 
40 http://www.mssv.net/wiki/index.php/Plate_Of_Beans 
130 
Paradox 3: The Best Dictators Have No Rules 
It is impossible to write about MetaFilter without writing about its owner, Matt Haughey. 
Although he has delegated authority to additional moderators in recent years, he remains 
the sole owner of the site and the final arbiter of what is and isn’t acceptable behavior on 
the site. Indeed, the community’s collective ethos cannot be disentangled from 
Haughey’s individual ethos; his first-person essays to potential members make it clear 
that MetaFilter is run by a human being, not a corporation or a faceless collective, and his 
sensible, level-headed moderation style simultaneously sets a high bar for members of the 
community to clear and acknowledges that sometimes they fail to do so. Even as 
MetaFilter has grown in size and Haughey has become less involved in the day-to-day 
moderation of the site, his presence makes itself known on MetaTalk, as members of the 
community invoke the name of mathowie as an appeal to authority or a framework for 
discussing whether a member’s behavior would be acceptable to “user #1.” 
  Several survey respondents described Haughey’s leadership style as “laissez-
faire,” and Haughey himself describes it as a “loosey goosey guideline approach.” In an 
essay about running online communities, he advises managers of other communities to 
avoid making hard-and-fast rules for governing behavior:  
Write up a page of things you’d consider “ways to be a worthwhile member of 
this community” and “things you probably shouldn’t do” and explain the 
approach when needed, but don’t bother trying to come up with a hundred bullet 
points of things you can and can’t do because once you go down the path of even 
a few rules, you’ll soon find yourself at the top of a heap of laws that constantly 
have to be added to in order to please your most argumentative members, while at 
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the same time having those rules hold you back and force you to bring the 
hammer down on people that accidentally crossed a line.41 
The practice of using guidelines rather than rules has undoubtedly created more work for 
Haughey and the other moderators of the site, since each dispute must be settled on its 
own merits and each request must be evaluated individually. At the same time, this case-
by-case approach allows the moderators to be both human and humane.  
 Lest this summary appear to be little more than a paean to Matt Haughey, I should 
acknowledge two important points. First, some members of MetaFilter have strong 
negative feelings about mathowie. He is not immune from criticism on MetaTalk, and 
several survey respondents expressed disapproval of particular decisions he has made or 
of his approach to governing the community. Obviously, no leader will enjoy a 100% 
approval rating, and over the past ten years Haughey has been the target of numerous 
tirades and jeremiads by members of the community. Although he takes criticism of the 
site and of his actions seriously, he tries not to take it personally. When I interviewed 
Haughey, he indicated that negative feedback is part and parcel of running an online 
community. “It doesn’t bug me at all anymore,” he joked. “Someone has to basically 
make a death threat to get a rise out of me at this point.”42 Perhaps this ability to 
acknowledge criticism without becoming paralyzed by it is part of what makes Haughey 
a successful community leader. 
 Second, Haughey is not solely responsible for the ongoing success of MetaFilter. 
In recent years, two other moderators, jessamyn and cortex, have handled much of the 
                                                 
41 http://fortuito.us/2007/05/some_community_tips_for_2007 
42 Interview with moderators. 
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day-to-day business of the site, especially on MetaTalk, where moderation depends on 
the delicate rhetorical work of explaining, justifying, and mollifying. Although jessamyn 
and cortex have largely maintained the ethos of the site originally established by 
mathowie, each moderator enjoys a great deal of autonomy and has influenced the site’s 
collective ethos through his or her individual actions. Like mathowie, they, too, tend to 
employ guidelines instead of rules, and they treat each situation on MetaTalk as unique. 
My study of MetaTalk demonstrates that in online communities, the best dictators (or 
teams of dictators) will rarely act as such.  
Paradox 4: Serious Communities Are Powered by Silliness 
During my years as a dedicated lurker on MetaTalk, I was often impressed by how 
effectively members of the community argued with one another. As a student of online 
communication, I saw highly nuanced conversations that were ripe for rhetorical analysis, 
and as a teacher of composition, I saw models that I wanted my students to emulate as 
they learned to communicate in digital spaces. In short, MetaFilter has always struck me 
as a cut above other online communities, and I said as much when I introduced my study 
on MetaTalk:  
It has become a commonplace in popular media and among some academics to 
characterize online forums as a place where immature dialogue and mob rule 
trump thoughtful, sophisticated argumentation, but I think MetaFilter (and 
MetaTalk, in particular) provides strong evidence to the contrary. I’m fascinated 
by the way MetaTalk functions, and I’m constantly amazed by various MeFites’ 
artful use of language to resolve disputes, request changes in site policies, and 
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praise or shame other users. In short, I think that MetaTalk serves as a model of 
effective community governance through skillful debate.43 
The moment I donned my researcher’s hat, however, the sophisticated conversations 
seemed to evaporate; in their place, I saw mostly immature jokes, ceaseless puns, and 
frequent name-calling. What had happened to my perfect research site? 
 The answer, of course, is that the jokes had been there all along. As a member of 
the community, I had simply stopped noticing the ludic, or playful, discourse that 
surrounded the serious work of the community. Ludic discourse exists in all communities 
(consider the essential social functions performed by “water-cooler talk” in many 
workplaces), but it is especially prevalent in online communities. Albert Rouzie explains 
why this is so: 
[L]udic(rous) discourse allows meta-communion unattainable through the merely 
serious.… Interlocutors online depend on play as the means by which 
relationships are formed and lubricated, and this affects how they work together, 
learn from one another, and mutually (re)form their subject positions. (255) 
Because online rhetors cannot rely on vocal tone to indicate sarcasm or playfulness, they 
often over-exaggerate their humor. As a result, casual observers of online communities 
often jump to the conclusion that discourse in these communities consists of nothing but 
low-brow humor. I will not rush to the defense of all online communities, for there 
certainly are communities that subsist solely on ludic discourse. However, it would be a 
                                                 
43 http://metatalk.metafilter.com/18357 
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mistake to dismiss an online community without carefully considering whether its ludic 
discourse serves a larger purpose. 
 In the case of MetaTalk, comments (or even entire threads) that are silly, 
sophomoric, or snarky perform a few essential functions. First, jokes allow members to 
signal their status as insiders. By invoking a running joke, a member can implicitly 
remind others that he is not new to the community and thus should be taken seriously 
when he speaks seriously. Second, jokes foster solidarity among likeminded members of 
the community. Members often respond to a joke by extending that joke, and in doing so, 
they indicate their agreement with previous commenter’s position. Third, jokes provide a 
“release valve” for members’ pent-up anger or frustration about other members of the 
community, the moderators, or outside criticism. As discourse researchers have shown, a 
series of jokey comments serves to clear the air, which allows a serious discussion to 
commence (Norrick and Spitz; Kangasharju and Nikko). My study of MetaTalk shows 
that, just as in traditional communities, serious online communities need not be serious 
all the time. On the contrary—the silliness that sometimes dominates MetaTalk is 
essential to the continued health of the community. 
Limitations 
All studies have their limitations, and my study of MetaTalk is no exception. As I carried 
out my research and wrote up my findings, I identified two primary shortcomings of 
ethnographic studies like the one I conducted. 
First, the specificity of case studies hinders the ability of researchers to draw 
broad conclusions. Because every research site is unique, researchers who conduct 
ethnographic work must spend a significant amount of time providing “thick 
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descriptions” of their sites for readers who are encountering them for the first time. 
Studies of online communities in the field of rhetoric remain relatively novel, which 
compounds the difficulties faced by researchers working in these venues. As I tried to 
describe phenomena I witnessed on MetaTalk, I repeatedly found myself stymied by the 
community’s abundant use of specialized vocabulary and its unique rhetorical practices. 
In order to depict the community accurately, I needed to provide readers with ample 
background information about the site’s history and terminology. Likewise, in order to 
explore the rhetorical phenomena at work in specific MetaTalk threads, I needed to 
situate each thread within the broader context of ongoing community discussions. These 
efforts greatly complicated my attempts to delve deeply into the data I collected for this 
study. Similarly, as I drew conclusions about the functions of ethos on MetaTalk, I 
questioned the relevance of my findings for studies of other online communities. This is 
not to say that the lessons offered by MetaTalk are not applicable elsewhere (I hope my 
discussion of the four paradoxes of MetaFilter has proven otherwise), only that 
researchers of other online communities will always be forced to “reinvent the wheel,” to 
a certain extent.  
Second, the perpetually fluctuating nature of digital texts and online communities 
makes it difficult for internet researchers to locate stable data sets. Researchers who work 
with traditionally published texts may need to adjust their methods and findings to 
account for new editions of books or revelations of previously sealed documents, but 
such challenges seem quaint when compared to the problems posed by digital data sets. 
In online environments, discussions unroll in real time, so each time a researcher visits a 
URL, he encounters a new artifact. Even worse, as moderators delete comments that 
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violate site policy, portions of his data set may actually disappear. In such cases, should 
the researcher study the thread as it actually unfolded, or as it is archived? What tools 
should he use to collect data as it quickly emerges (and before it vanishes)? And how 
many versions of a thread should be collected?  
In my study, I tried to avoid as many of these challenges as possible by limiting 
my data collection to “closed” threads. Unfortunately, while this approach provided me 
with a stable data set, it also limited my ability to write about events that unfolded on the 
site after I began my study. At times during my study, I wanted to abandon my data set 
or, at minimum, expand it to include fascinating threads that took place after I had 
completed my data collection, but I opted for stability and consistency over currency. As 
a result, my study, which uses data from early 2009, already feels somewhat dated. Any 
ethnographic researcher must cope with issues of timeliness, but time on the internet 
seems to move at an accelerated pace, and digital ethnographers are particularly 
susceptible to complaints that their work no longer reflects contemporary practices in 
online communities.  
Avenues for Future Research 
The limitations I have discussed here pose significant challenges for researchers who 
work in online environments, but they should not dissuade us from pursuing the vast 
catalog of unanswered questions about digital rhetoric and online communities. My study 
of MetaTalk closes some gaps in the field of rhetoric related to ethos and identity 
formation in online communities, but it also opens the door for additional research into 
several topics. For instance: 
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 The mechanisms by which individuals enter and leave online communities 
deserve greater attention in our field. Enculturation in online communities has 
been addressed as a social process (Honeycutt; Golder and Donath), but more 
work needs to be done to illuminate the rhetorical interactions that take place in 
online communities between new members and seasoned veterans. Of even 
greater interest to rhetoricians should be the phenomenon known on MetaTalk as 
a “flame out”—an angry departure by a community member who vows to leave 
and never return. The research questions waiting to be answered on these topics 
are numerous: What causes people to join online communities? Why do some stay 
and others quickly drift away? And what prompts some long-term members to 
abandon their communities after years of dedicated participation? As rhetoricians 
turn their attention to these and other questions about how people enter and leave 
communities, they can increase our understanding of how group identity functions 
online and what role language plays in these liminal spaces.   
 My study points out the essential role of moderators in an online community, but 
the work of a community moderator (or group of moderators) could serve as the 
basis for a much more focused ethnographic study. As I interviewed the 
moderators of MetaFilter toward the end of this project, I asked them several 
questions that could serve as the basis for studies that extend some of the topics I 
have addressed here: How do moderators assess credibility among the members 
of their communities? What rhetorical strategies do moderators employ to govern 
the discursive practices of their communities? How do members’ ethotic appeals 
and offline identities influence decisions made by moderators? How do 
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moderators resolve disagreements among themselves? Interviewing moderators 
about their work may provide insight into these issues, but in order to answer 
some of these questions, a researcher would need to employ more traditional 
ethnographic methods, such as watching a moderator monitor his or her site in 
real time.  
 Ludic and phatic discourse in online communities are especially ripe for 
additional research. Popular descriptions of online communication suggest that 
the internet is a cesspool of uniformed, unintelligent, sarcastic discourse. Some 
websites may lend credence to these claims, but I suspect that more often, casual 
observers of online communities haven’t fully considered the roles that ludic and 
phatic discourse play in the development of the collective identities of those 
communities. As I previously argued, seemingly silly jokes perform serious work 
in communities, especially online communities. As we turn our attention to the 
playful aspects of computer-mediated discourse, we will be rewarded with a 
deeper understanding of what makes online communities tick. 
These questions represent just a sample of the topics that deserve greater attention from 
rhetoricians working in the digital age. Fortunately, new technologies can facilitate this 
type of work in ways that were previously unimaginable. For instance, software programs 
simplify the task of collecting large data sets, qualitative data analysis tools can generate 
a helpful “first pass” through the data, and collaborative web software allows researchers 
to share their data sets and coding schemes with other researchers who wish to replicate 
and validate their work. As these tools improve, researchers will be able to study larger 
data sets and do so more efficiently and more accurately. As I argued in Chapter 3, 
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rhetoric must never lose its grounding in the humanities, but it also must not sit idle as 
new types of texts and research sites emerge online.  
Conclusion 
Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that the classical rhetorical concept of ethos is 
alive and well in digital environments, and that individual and collective ethos manifest 
themselves uniquely in online communities. Ethos will always be highly contextual and 
deeply situated within individual communities, but in this final chapter, I have shown that 
the lessons of MetaTalk can be applied in other venues by researchers, practitioners, and 
teachers. Our use of the internet—that behemoth force that has infiltrated every aspect of 
our lives in such a short time—shows no signs of slowing, and as more of us regularly 
participate in online communities and educate the next generation of online denizens, we 
need strategies for developing our individual ethos in digital texts, evaluating the ethos of 
those we encounter online, and contributing to the collective ethos of the communities to 
which we belong. I believe this dissertation moves us solidly in that direction and points 
toward several paths of promising research on related topics. Like Jim W. Corder, I set 
out to find ethos and discovered that it was, indeed, lost. I hope I have recovered at least a 
small piece of it.  
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APPENDIX A: METAFILTER INFODUMP FILES INCLUDED IN DATA SET 
I used the following files in the March 27, 2010, version of the MetaFilter 
Infodump to create a local FileMaker Pro database limited to 2009 MetaTalk posts and 
comments: 
 commentdata_meta.txt 
 commentlength_meta.txt 
 favoritesdata.txt 
 postdata_meta.txt 
 posttitles_meta.txt 
 tagdata_meta.txt 
 usernames.txt 
In addition, I used the following files to generate comparisons between MetaTalk 
and other sections of MetaFilter: 
 commentdata_askme.txt 
 commentdata_mefi.txt 
 commentlength_askme.txt 
 commentlength_mefi.txt 
 postdata_askme.txt 
 postdata_mefi.txt 
 posttitles_askme.txt 
 posttitles_mefi.txt 
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APPENDIX B: METATALK THREADS INCLUDED IN RESEARCH SAMPLE 
Note: Each thread can be located by adding the “Post ID” value to the end of the 
following URL: http://metatalk.metafilter.com/[Post ID] 
 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17176 1/2/09 7:22 Fair and Balanced. 
17185 1/4/09 7:49 Probably not worth fighting over 
17187 1/4/09 15:13 MetaPlanter 
17194 1/6/09 14:56 Policy clarification 
17198 1/8/09 0:05 How many Mefite’s on the head of a pin? 
17203 1/9/09 7:27 nooooooooooo 
17206 1/10/09 18:10 Mr. & Mrs. Mefiuser 
17210 1/11/09 16:44 Ask-A-Rama 
17212 1/12/09 10:01 Wrong thread 
17217 1/13/09 8:17 A quick quandry about jobs 
17224 1/15/09 2:40 MetaFilter Helped Me Make This. 
17229 1/16/09 7:59 Reusing Ask MeFi Q&A in a book 
17235 1/17/09 10:04 WTF? 
17257 1/22/09 18:33 Pony update:  editing after posting 
17260 1/23/09 9:00 I can has many twisty passages? 
17264 1/23/09 11:36 I say put money in thy purse 
17279 1/27/09 1:35 Whoa 
17282 1/27/09 9:47 Cleave the Cleaved 
17289 1/28/09 11:34 Just one more mimosa before I head out to rape and pillage. 
17290 1/28/09 11:35 Is the jewish capenter your superior...ooh bad example. 
17295 1/29/09 12:08 From the desk of... 
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Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17300 1/30/09 7:14 NPR Drops the MeFi Name 
17304 1/31/09 7:14 This site may harm your computer 
17305 1/31/09 9:26 5 years ago today in Metafilter. 
17315 2/2/09 19:10 Metafilter Ad Appropriateness FAIL 
17342 2/10/09 4:54 Prison Rape 
17345 2/11/09 10:20 Big thanks to a helpful MeFi-ite 
17348 2/11/09 18:50 TatorTalk 
17379 2/20/09 12:51 Please remove the hook from your lip before attempting to answer. 
17393 2/23/09 18:01 I’m disgusted and repulsed and... and I can’t look away 
17403 2/24/09 17:41 Does that make Woody Guthrie an honorary MeFite? 
17404 2/24/09 18:58 Can we revive older Askme posts? 
17409 2/25/09 18:55 How do I get last.fm tracks to show up on my profile? 
17421 2/27/09 11:23 Consider a therapist 
17428 3/1/09 14:21 I can haz more contact activity? 
17430 3/1/09 16:01 A Metafilter “B-Side” 
17431 3/1/09 18:50 Metafilter makes the Jerry Springer show look boring. 
17447 3/4/09 13:41 Comments RSS? 
17458 3/6/09 3:07 Why so many Penis Questions? 
17464 3/6/09 17:59 Languagehat: please do it like this. 
17483 3/11/09 3:30 My sentiment be scorned 
17495 3/14/09 15:02 There are no strangers here, only friends you haven’t yet met 
17498 3/16/09 9:56 Unreserved Apology 
17503 3/17/09 1:11 The Follow-Up Thread 
17505 3/17/09 12:19 A quick comment 
17512 3/19/09 5:33 Obits done right 
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Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17522 3/23/09 1:55 Focus, people, focus! 
17524 3/24/09 5:10 This is a stupid question on multiple levels. 
17526 3/24/09 15:30 Thanks, AskMeFites! 
17535 3/26/09 2:38 The Q Tipoff. 
17548 3/28/09 17:15 Thanks! Button 
17565 4/1/09 7:12 April Fool’s Day Moratorium 
17585 4/6/09 12:24 Should people posting videos to Metafilter watch the whole thing first? 
17588 4/7/09 8:41 MeFi iPhone app? 
17591 4/7/09 10:23 Sidebar date format is US only 
17594 4/8/09 5:54 What the dilly yo? 
17599 4/9/09 9:46 What CAN’T his beard lift? 
17605 4/10/09 4:38 It’s still good, but... 
17610 4/11/09 9:38 user page quote about a house razed and a family  
17611 4/12/09 15:32 All non-dispassionate responses will be culled.  That is all. 
17621 4/15/09 9:21 Très très fort 
17627 4/16/09 12:06 Keith Olbermann on tea bagging. 
17628 4/16/09 12:49 Go Jessamyn West, young man, and get out of the country. 
17629 4/16/09 17:01 Five years of Ask.MeFi book suggestions from Human Relations and Work & Money 
17639 4/20/09 16:36 MetaMobile 
17643 4/20/09 19:34 Woof. 
17644 4/21/09 7:54 Notification for deleted posts? 
17663 4/26/09 9:33 Happy birthday, cortex! 
17668 4/28/09 5:00 Cut from the thread! 
17671 4/28/09 14:49 Bueller? 
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APPENDIX C: RHETORICAL FUNCTION OF METATALK THREADS IN 
RESEARCH SAMPLE 
Note: The following 13 tables divide the 70 MetaTalk threads in my research 
sample into categories based on each thread’s rhetorical function or purpose. The 
categories are intentionally broad and are not meant to be definitive; some threads could 
be placed in more than one category, but for the sake of simplicity and uniformity, each 
thread was assigned based on the primary function of the initial post in the thread. Each 
thread can be located by adding the “Post ID” value to the end of the following URL: 
http://metatalk.metafilter.com/[Post ID] 
Extending a conversation (12) 
Post ID Timestamp Title 
17210 1/11/09 16:44 Ask-A-Rama 
17289 1/28/09 11:34 Just one more mimosa before I head out to rape and pillage. 
17305 1/31/09 9:26 5 years ago today in Metafilter. 
17342 2/10/09 4:54 Prison Rape 
17393 2/23/09 18:01 I’m disgusted and repulsed and... and I can’t look away 
17403 2/24/09 17:41 Does that make Woody Guthrie an honorary MeFite? 
17431 3/1/09 18:50 Metafilter makes the Jerry Springer show look boring. 
17503 3/17/09 1:11 The Follow-Up Thread 
17505 3/17/09 12:19 A quick comment 
17535 3/26/09 2:38 The Q Tipoff. 
17599 4/9/09 9:46 What CAN’T his beard lift? 
17621 4/15/09 9:21 Très très fort 
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Requesting a feature (12) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17212 1/12/09 10:01 Wrong thread 
17257 1/22/09 18:33 Pony update: editing after posting 
17282 1/27/09 9:47 Cleave the Cleaved 
17409 2/25/09 18:55 How do I get last.fm tracks to show up on my profile? 
17421 2/27/09 11:23 Consider a therapist 
17428 3/1/09 14:21 I can haz more contact activity? 
17430 3/1/09 16:01 A Metafilter "B-Side" 
17447 3/4/09 13:41 Comments RSS? 
17495 3/14/09 15:02 There are no strangers here, only friends you haven’t yet met 
17548 3/28/09 17:15 Thanks! Button 
17591 4/7/09 10:23 Sidebar date format is US only 
17644 4/21/09 7:54 Notification for deleted posts? 
 
Expressing thanks (7) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17224 1/15/09 2:40 MetaFilter Helped Me Make This. 
17279 1/27/09 1:35 Whoa 
17345 2/11/09 10:20 Big thanks to a helpful MeFi-ite 
17512 3/19/09 5:33 Obits done right 
17526 3/24/09 15:30 Thanks, AskMeFites! 
17639 4/20/09 16:36 MetaMobile 
17663 4/26/09 9:33 Happy birthday, cortex! 
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Sharing information about the community (7) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17198 1/8/09 0:05 How many Mefite’s on the head of a pin? 
17295 1/29/09 12:08 From the desk of... 
17300 1/30/09 7:14 NPR Drops the MeFi Name 
17304 1/31/09 7:14 This site may harm your computer 
17628 4/16/09 12:49 Go Jessamyn West, young man, and get out of the country. 
17643 4/20/09 19:34 Woof. 
17671 4/28/09 14:49 Bueller? 
 
Questioning moderator action (6) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17176 1/2/09 7:22 Fair and Balanced. 
17194 1/6/09 14:56 Policy clarification 
17315 2/2/09 19:10 Metafilter Ad Appropriateness FAIL 
17594 4/8/09 5:54 What the dilly yo? 
17611 4/12/09 15:32 All non-dispassionate responses will be culled.  That is all. 
17668 4/28/09 5:00 Cut from the thread! 
 
Accusing a member (6) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17206 1/10/09 18:10 Mr. & Mrs. Mefiuser 
17229 1/16/09 7:59 Reusing Ask MeFi Q&A in a book 
17379 2/20/09 12:51 Please remove the hook from your lip before attempting to answer. 
17464 3/6/09 17:59 Languagehat: please do it like this. 
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Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17524 3/24/09 5:10 This is a stupid question on multiple levels. 
17585 4/6/09 12:24 Should people posting videos to Metafilter watch the whole thing first? 
 
Reflecting on community practices (5) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17185 1/4/09 7:49 Probably not worth fighting over 
17290 1/28/09 11:35 Is the jewish capenter your superior...ooh bad example. 
17458 3/6/09 3:07 Why so many Penis Questions? 
17522 3/23/09 1:55 Focus, people, focus! 
17605 4/10/09 4:38 It’s still good, but... 
 
Seeking clarification or permission (4) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17217 1/13/09 8:17 A quick quandry about jobs 
17264 1/23/09 11:36 I say put money in thy purse 
17404 2/24/09 18:58 Can we revive older Askme posts? 
17588 4/7/09 8:41 MeFi iPhone app? 
 
Soliciting help (3) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17203 1/9/09 7:27 nooooooooooo 
17235 1/17/09 10:04 WTF? 
17610 4/11/09 9:38 user page quote about a house razed and a family  
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Inviting members to outside projects/events (3) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17187 1/4/09 15:13 MetaPlanter 
17260 1/23/09 9:00 I can has many twisty passages? 
17629 4/16/09 17:01 Five years of Ask.MeFi book suggestions from Human Relations and Work & Money 
 
Apologizing (2) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17483 3/11/09 3:30 My sentiment be scorned 
17498 3/16/09 9:56 Unreserved Apology 
 
Proposing a policy (1) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17565 4/1/09 7:12 April Fool’s Day Moratorium 
 
Misguided posts (not categorized) (2) 
Post ID Time Stamp Title 
17348 2/11/09 18:50 TatorTalk 
17627 4/16/09 12:06 Keith Olbermann on tea bagging. 
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APPENDIX D: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
Note: The following survey was administered online and was preceded by a letter 
of introduction containing the elements of consent. The survey was introduced to the 
MetaFilter community on October 20, 2009. The letter of introduction is contained in 
Appendix E. 
 
Section A: MetaFilter Background 
1. What year did you begin reading MetaFilter? 
2. What year did you become an official member of MetaFilter? 
3. How many posts and comments have you made to the following sections of 
MetaFilter? (Check your user page for exact numbers) 
 MetaFilter 
 Ask MetaFilter 
 MetaTalk 
 MeFi Projects 
 MeFi Music 
4. Which of the following best describes your current activity on MetaFilter (all sites 
combined)? 
 I read the site but do not contribute 
 I contribute to the site rarely 
 I contribute to the site once a month 
 I contribute to the site once a week 
 I contribute to the site a few times per week 
 I contribute to the site daily 
 I contribute to the site multiple times per day 
5. Briefly describe your reasons for becoming and/or remaining a member of MetaFilter. 
Why did you come? Why have you stayed? 
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Section B: Establishing Credibility on MetaFilter  
1. Describe your first experiences with posting to MetaFilter. How were you received by 
the community? 
2. How can you tell when you have become an accepted member of the community? 
3. Can you think of specific instances that illustrate how new members of the site are 
treated by the community? (Provide links or post numbers, if you think they would be 
helpful.) 
4. Can you think of a time when you’ve been misunderstood? Have you ever had to 
justify or explain your comments? (Provide links or post numbers, if you think they 
would be helpful.) 
5. In your opinion, which MetaFilter members have the highest degree of credibility? In 
other words, whose ideas, opinions, and arguments do you trust the most? Please list as 
many usernames as you’d like, and if you choose, please describe why you trust each 
user.  
Section C: MetaTalk 
1. How do the conversation and debate on MetaTalk differ from other sections of 
MetaFilter?  
2. Can you think of specific threads on MetaTalk in which members of the community 
and/or the moderators were swayed by someone’s arguments? Or, where YOUR opinion 
was changed? (Provide links or post numbers, if you think they would be helpful.) 
3. What role do the moderators play in resolving disagreements on MetaTalk? Can you 
think of specific instances when the moderators needed to resolve a contentious issue? 
(Provide links or post numbers, if you think they would be helpful.) 
4. Alternately, can you think of specific instances when members of the site solved their 
own disagreements or came to a consensus without the moderators getting involved? 
(Provide links or post numbers, if you think they would be helpful.) 
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Section D: Demographics  
1. Gender 
 Male 
 Female 
 Skip this question 
2. Age  
 18-24 
 25-29 
 30-34 
 35-39 
 40-44 
 45-49 
 50-54 
 55-59 
 60-64 
 65-69 
 70 or over 
3. What country do you live in? 
 (Pull down list of all countries) 
4. Do you want your responses to this survey connected to your MetaFilter username? If 
so, please list it here: ______________________. Otherwise, you will be identified using 
a pseudonym. 
5. I plan to conduct a series of interviews with members of the site to confirm and/or 
challenge the results of this survey. If you would be wiling to participate in one of these 
interviews, please provide contact information below and state your preferred method of 
communication (email, phone, instant messenger, iChat, Skype, etc.) 
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APPENDIX E: LETTER OF INTRODUCTION TO THE METAFILTER 
COMMUNITY 
Note: The following letter of introduction was posted to the MetaTalk forum on  
October 20, 2009. The discussion that ensued can be found at the following URL: 
http://metatalk.metafilter.com/18357.  
 
Title: Seeking help with my research of online communities 
I am writing a dissertation about online communities, and MetaFilter will serve as 
the primary focus of my research. I need your help to better understand why MetaFilter 
functions better than so many other online communities. Can you spare 15-30 minutes to 
complete a short survey to improve our understanding of online communities? 
I am a doctoral student in the Rhetoric and Professional Communication program 
at Iowa State University, and my dissertation research focuses on the role of rhetoric in 
online communities. Specifically, I’m interested in two big issues: (1) how people shape 
their individual and collective identities in anonymous/pseudonymous environments, and 
(2) how members of online communities deliberate to govern themselves. 
I’ve been reading MetaFilter pretty much every day since 2000, and I’ve been a 
member since 2002 [hyperlink to my MetaFilter profile page: http://www.metafilter.com/ 
user/14324]. With the exception of some contributions to AskMetaFilter, I’ve never been 
an active contributor to the site, but I consider myself a dedicated lurker and a student of 
MeFi’s culture. It has become a commonplace in popular media and among some 
academics to characterize online forums as a place where immature dialogue and mob 
rule trump thoughtful, sophisticated argumentation, but I think MetaFilter (and MetaTalk, 
in particular) provides strong evidence to the contrary. I’m fascinated by the way 
MetaTalk functions, and I’m constantly amazed by various MeFites’ artful use of 
language to resolve disputes, request changes in site policies, and praise or shame other 
users. In short, I think that MetaTalk serves as a model of effective community 
governance through skillful debate. My goal with this research is to figure out why 
MetaTalk works so well—and why it has worked for so long. 
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Much of my research will focus on analyzing old MetaTalk threads, but in order 
to accurately represent the MetaFilter community, this needs to be a genuine “human 
subjects” project, with input (and pushback, if necessary) from the community itself. I am 
trying to make my research as transparent as possible, and I want to involve members of 
the community as often as I can. 
OK, with that long explanation out of the way, here is the formal invitation to 
participate in this study: Please take a few minutes and respond to this survey [hyperlink 
to survey URL]. The survey consists of a few multiple choice questions and several open-
ended questions about your experience on MetaFilter. At the end of the survey, I ask if 
you would be willing to be interviewed for this project, so if you have more that you’d 
like to say (or just want to keep tabs on this project), you’ll have an opportunity to do 
that. 
I hope at least a few regular readers of MetaTalk will be able to complete the 
survey. Your responses will be incredibly valuable as I pursue my research over the next 
several months. Thanks in advance for your help! 
(The fine print: My research plan has been approved by my university’s 
Institutional Review Board, and I have received permission from Matt Haughey to post 
this request to MetaTalk. If you have any questions before you take the survey, please 
feel free to contact me using my MeFi user page. I will also keep an eye on this thread 
and do my best to respond quickly if I need to clarify anything.) 
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APPENDIX F: QUANTITATIVE SURVEY RESULTS 
Note: The narrative responses to the survey questions listed in Appendix B 
totaled more than 94,500 words, or approximately 220 pages of single-spaced, nine-point 
text. As a result, space limitations will not permit me to include the narrative responses 
here. What follows below are the quantitative summaries for the non-narrative survey 
questions. All data is self-reported, and due to the anonymous nature of the survey, I was 
unable to verify whether individual responses were truthful. I did, however, remove two 
responses that were clearly intended to skew the results of the survey; these two 
responses are among the 18 listed below as eliminated from the data set.  
Overview 
Number of surveys initiated 261 
Number of surveys completed 220 
Number of surveys eliminated from the data set due to technical problems, 
duplication, or incompleteness 
18 
Number of surveys in the finalized data set 202 
MetaFilter Background 
1. What year did you begin reading MetaFilter? 
Year Count Percentage 
1999 12 5.9% 
2000 31 15.4% 
2001 31 15.4% 
2002 17 8.4% 
2003 21 10.4% 
2004 19 9.4% 
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2005 16 7.9% 
2006 25 12.4% 
2007 14 6.9% 
2008 13 6.4% 
2009 3 1.5% 
Total 202 100% 
2. What year did you become an official member of MetaFilter? 
Year Count Percentage 
1999 0 0% 
2000 7 3.5% 
2001 18 8.9% 
2002 16 7.9% 
2003 2 1.0% 
2004 36 17.8% 
2005 32 15.8% 
2006 21 10.4% 
2007 33 16.3% 
2008 23 11.4% 
2009 14 6.9% 
Total 202 100% 
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3. How many posts and comments have you made to the following sections of 
MetaFilter?  
MetaFilter Posts 
Count 189 
Sum 3,187 
Standard deviation 38.93 
Average 16.86 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 0 
2nd quartile (Q2) 3 
3rd quartile (Q3) 12.5 
Maximum 309 
MetaFilter Comments 
Count 198 
Sum 124,652 
Standard deviation 1,334.38 
Average 629.56 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 629.5 
2nd quartile (Q2) 184 
3rd quartile (Q3) 605 
Maximum 12,411 
 
 
 
Ask MetaFilter Questions 
Count 196 
Sum 3,045 
Standard deviation 17.1 
Average 15.54 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 8.25 
2nd quartile (Q2) 10 
3rd quartile (Q3) 21 
Maximum 105 
Ask MetaFilter Answers 
Count 199 
Sum 83,671 
Standard deviation 559.8 
Average 420.46 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 91 
2nd quartile (Q2) 229 
3rd quartile (Q3) 482 
Maximum 3,534 
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MetaTalk Posts 
Count 189 
Sum 748 
Standard deviation 8.22 
Average 3.96 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 0 
2nd quartile (Q2) 1 
3rd quartile (Q3) 4.5 
Maximum 78 
MetaTalk Comments 
Count 195 
Sum 65,256 
Standard deviation 1314.02 
Average 334.65 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 9 
2nd quartile (Q2) 48 
3rd quartile (Q3) 227 
Maximum 15,912 
 
MeFi Music Comments 
Count 185 
Sum 1,924 
Standard deviation 74.52 
Average 10.4 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 0 
2nd quartile (Q2) 0 
3rd quartile (Q3) 2 
Maximum 981 
MeFi Music Playlists 
Count 181 
Sum 67 
Standard deviation 1.06 
Average 0.37 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 0 
2nd quartile (Q2) 0 
3rd quartile (Q3) 0 
Maximum 9 
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MeFi Projects Posts 
Count 182 
Sum 73 
Standard deviation 1.2 
Average 0.4 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 0 
2nd quartile (Q2) 0 
3rd quartile (Q3) 0 
Maximum 13 
MeFi Projects Comments 
Count 184 
Sum 340 
Standard deviation 7.36 
Average 1.85 
Minimum 0 
1st quartile (Q1) 0 
2nd quartile (Q2) 0 
3rd quartile (Q3) 1 
Maximum 69 
4. Which of the following best describes your current activity on MetaFilter (all sites 
combined)? 
Response Count Percentage 
I read the site but I do not contribute. 5 2.5% 
I contribute to the site rarely. 30 14.9% 
I contribute to the site once a month. 26 12.9% 
I contribute to the site once a week. 30 14.9% 
I contribute to the site a few times per week. 71 35.2% 
I contribute to the site daily. 15 7.4% 
I contribute to the site multiple times per day. 24 11.9% 
No answer 1 0.5% 
Total 202 100% 
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Demographics 
1. Gender 
Response Count Percentage 
Female 95 47% 
Male 97 48% 
No answer 10 5% 
Total 202 100% 
2. Age 
Response Count Percentage 
18–24 24 11.9% 
25–29 50 24.8% 
30–34 52 25.7% 
35–39 43 21.3% 
40–44 14 6.9% 
45–49 7 3.5% 
50–54 5 2.5% 
55–59 1 0.5% 
60–64 2 1.0% 
65–69 1 0.5% 
70 or older 0 0% 
No answer 3 1.5% 
Total 202 100% 
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3. What country do you live in? 
Response Count Percentage 
Australia 8 4% 
Canda 23 11.4% 
Finland 1 0.5% 
France 2 1% 
Germany 2 1% 
Hong Kong 1 0.5% 
Ireland 1 0.5% 
Japan 1 0.5% 
Mexico 1 0.5% 
Netherlands 2 1% 
New Zealand 1 0.5% 
Russian Federation 1 0.5% 
South Korea (Republic of Korea) 1 0.5% 
Spain 1 0.5% 
Sweden 1 0.5% 
United Kingdom 11 5.5% 
United States of America 142 70.3% 
No answer 1 0.5% 
Total 202 100.1% 
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